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ABSTRACT 
Based on sixteen months of anthropological fieldwork with thirteen student 
organizations on the campus of a large elite university in southern China, this dissertation 
unravels the complex tensions occurring as students struggle for freedom, moral integrity, 
and political agency within the educational system of urban China. It documents how 
aspiring and idealistic young people were disillusioned because of cultural and structural 
constraints in the university environment and in the larger political context. Through 
participant observation and through recounting students’ narratives of their experiences in 
extra-curricular organizations, augmented by the results of large-scale questionnaires, my 
dissertation also shows how their efforts to gain new but elusive freedoms were 
experienced not only as liberating opportunities but also as burdensome responsibilities.  
My findings further indicate that the pursuit of self-cultivation and individualistic 
goals among young people in China do not necessarily indicate individualization and 
consequently atomization and moral apathy, which many China scholars and observers 
have claimed. Rather, as these students negotiated novel social roles for themselves as 
moral citizens in post-reform China, they also carved out a new space in between the 
  vii 
public and the private for relatively uncensored experimentation in democratic practices 
and social activism. Individualization in the Chinese society did not result in a total 
retreat into the private sphere. Rather, it inspired young adults to imagine and actively 
cultivate alternative moral universes in which small personal actions and relationships 
take priority.  
Using a number of methodologies, my dissertation examines the processes of 
power contestation, moral negotiation, and political subjectivation occurring in the 
controlled realm of student organizations. It documents how students eventually adopted 
attitudes of passivity and indifference to mitigate their disappointment, as they came to 
see their compromises with and manipulations of institutional bureaucracy as a practical 
necessity external to any consideration of morality. At the same time, displacement of 
moral agency paved the way for university students’ active reinterpretation of moral 
personhood and their pursuit of a new style of responsible citizenship in post-reform 
China.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 
Bei (被): “by” or “is being,” the character to construct the passive voice in 
Chinese grammar. It is usually used in conjunction with a transitive verb 
that takes a direct object. The passive construction, in which the 
perpetuator of the action does not have to be identified, is most often used 
for unpleasant topics to emphasize that the person has been negatively 
affected (eg. “I am fired” and “my car is stolen”). It places the recipient of 
the action at the front of the sentence, in Chinese as in English.   
 
In late 2000s and early 2010s, the passivity inherent in “bei” sentence 
construction became adopted into popular slang expressions. Young 
people deliberately added “bei” in front of intransitive verbs, and by doing 
so constructed grammatically dubious expressions by turning the actor 
into a direct noun. This pattern of speech is to convey reluctance and 
absurdity by removing all agency from the subject of the sentence. 
Examples of these passive constructions include “being volunteer-ed” (被
自願)1, “being unemployified” (被失业)2, “being suicide-d” (被自殺)3, 
and “being harmonized” (被和谐).4  
 
In all of these cases, the actor who was logically supposed to take full 
control was instead made the passive agent, either because she was forced 
into doing something or because her action was intentionally 
misrepresented. This passive construction is often used in conjunction 
with political commentaries, in which netizens express their sense of 
helplessness in and dissatisfaction with contemporary Chinese politics.  
 
                                                        
1 Bei ziyuan: In situations where “volunteers” were forced into helping and donating.   
2 Bei shiye: As opposed to “being fired,” which put the emphasis on the verb (the action), “being 
unemployed” was an awkward construction that put a person into a state of being unemployed against her 
will. 
3 Bei zisha: Refers to mysterious deaths (mainly of political criminals) that people suspected to have been 
caused by murders rather than suicides, but was intentionally misrepresented as such.  
4 Bei hexie: Ever since President Hu Jintao made the slogan “construct a harmonious China” the prime 
administrative goal of his office in September 2004, “being harmonized” became a sarcastic phase that 
referred to government-led campaigns to suppress opposition and to homogenize public opinions. When 
online discussion forums were “being harmonized,” for example, sensitive contents were removed under 
political pressure.   
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One sunny afternoon in October 2011, I volunteered for a signature campaign at 
South China University (SCU) in response to a recent tragedy that had quickly escalated 
into a national debate about China’s looming moral crisis.5 My task was to ask students 
passing by the school canteen to sign on a red advertising banner that said “I am a SCU 
student. I say ‘no’ to social indifference” (我是南大人，我拒绝冷漠). Some students 
would take ten seconds to sign, while many more would pretend not to see our booth and 
walk straight into the canteen. The student who caught my attention was a male 
upperclassman. He threw a glance at our banner, and then walked off with a snort. I heard 
him murmuring to his friend: “I am a SCU student. (Therefore) I am made indifferent” 
(我是南大人，我被冷漠了). 
I pondered about his deployment of passive voice (“made indifferent”) as he and 
his friend disappeared into the canteen. This student explained his refusal to participate in 
a charity campaign by indicating a perpetual state of “indifference” into which he thought 
he was put against his wish. The passive voice showed his unwillingness to own the 
responsibility of feeling indifferent. He implied that he did not want to be indifferent, but 
felt that he had no other options because he was a university student in China. I never 
found out why exactly this student – and many others – had walked away from our booth 
that afternoon. Did he refuse to sign because he did not care about China’s moral crisis, 
or because he had little regard for our signature campaign? Would he have cared more if 
he had not been “made indifferent” by the university?  
                                                        
5 “South China University,” or “SCU,” is the pseudonym for the university at which I conducted most of 
my ethnographic research from September 2011 to December 2012. The pseudonym is my own invention, 
and does not refer to any university that might bear the same name. 
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In any case, what had intrigued me the most in this brief encounter was the 
student’s deliberate use of the bei construction to describe his attitude towards a charity 
campaign. At the time of my fieldwork in 2011 and 2012, the passive construction was a 
new but not uncommon figure of speech among college students. By using bei 
expressions to reposition the relationships between the perpetuator and the receiver, 
young people emphasized – sometimes half-jokingly – their situation of passivity and 
helplessness when explaining their course of action. This particular sentence structure 
implied that there had to be culprit(s) in the situation concerned, but the perpetuator 
remained difficult to be identified. The receiver (“victim”) of the action had not taken 
part in instigating the situation, but she had to deal with the consequences because of her 
involuntary involvement. This passive construction conveyed more than total 
detachment.6 It indicated a reluctance to be drawn into an unpleasant situation. The 
receiver became the subject of the sentence and the central figure in the picture, albeit a 
passive bystander who could not do anything at the moment.  
The sense of passivity conveyed in this vignette was especially ambiguous 
because “indifference” (冷漠) - in Chinese as in English - was an emotional state and not 
an action verb to start with. Using the character bei essentially turned the adjective (“be 
indifferent”) into an action verb (“become indifferent”). By doing so, the statement 
implied the understanding that “indifference” is not merely a static condition. Changes 
could possibly be made. While putting himself into a victimized position, the student’s 
                                                        
6 There are other common expressions – such as mei banfa (“nothing can be done about it”) – that similarly 
indicate passivity and an evasion of responsibilities. The difference, however, is that the recipients of the 
action are omitted as well in these other expressions.  
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utterance of the statement had simultaneously hinted that he should have a part to play in 
the situation. There is a possibility for his agency to be reclaimed, and there could have 
been alternative outcomes if he managed to unbind himself from the university 
institution. He envisioned that if he had more freedom to act, he might not have chosen 
indifference. 
The passing remark of “therefore I am made indifferent” conveys a pervasive 
attitude that I found to be common among many students I talked to during my fieldwork: 
Students were eager to be moral and autonomous but became disillusioned because of 
cultural and structural constraints in Chinese universities. The purpose of this dissertation 
is to unpack these complex sentiments about social responsibilities and moral worldviews 
among Chinese college students. How should we make sense of their paradoxical 
depictions of “passive but agentive,” “empowered but disempowered,” “free but not 
free,” and “caring but not caring” in Chinese students’ relationships with the university 
institution and the Chinese society at large? In what ways did young people become the 
site that embodied and managed social and ideological contradictions in a rapidly 
changing society? What kinds of moral agency did Chinese students produce as they 
negotiated their roles in the community in the midst of confusion and uncertainty?  At the 
crux of my inquiry are the articulations and expressions of moral agency among elite 
Chinese students, and their impacts on the moral and socio-political landscapes in late 
socialist China. 
This dissertation discusses how Chinese youth makes sense of the 
disappointments and frustrations that they experienced by exploring alternative 
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interpretations of moral personhood, meaningful relationships, and responsible 
citizenship. Through the charting of students’ experiences in extra-curricular 
organizations, my dissertation examines how Chinese students experienced their new but 
elusive freedom in post-Reform China not only as a liberating opportunity but also as a 
burdensome responsibility. Examining these tensions and opportunities, I show how the 
Chinese youth that I worked with managed to execute and expand their desired agentive 
capacity by creatively dodging and manipulating institutional control. They retreated 
from the formal political realm to cultivate an alternative moral universe that championed 
personal aspirations for moral idealism and affective sensibilities, as well as meaningful 
relationships based on friendship, shared experiences, peer support, and communal trust. 
In the process of displacing the locus of morality away from authoritarian gaze, my 
student informants actively but subtly challenged the socialist discourse that had for 
decades championed collectivist ideals of self-sacrifice and political devotion. This 
retreat depleted the moral content in civic performances of political allegiance, which the 
Communists incessantly used to buttress their claims to political legitimacy.  
Under this interpretive framework, “therefore I am made indifferent” was not 
simply a statement that suggests helplessness and disempowerment. It was also indicative 
of moral potential and agentive capacity. In this dissertation I will continue to unpack the 
nostalgic sentiments for a more civically engaged persona that the student felt unable to 
freely express in formal politics and state-supervised institutions. I will show that the 
feeling of indifference and skepticism in the university did not result in youth 
relinquishment of agency or individualistic detachment from the public realm. Through 
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adaptive and reflexive negotiations about their engagements with the moral and the 
political, my student informants were neither victimized subjects nor passive bystanders. 
They were important social and political actors in redrawing the moral contours, political 
practices, and democratic trajectories in late socialist China.  
 
Elite Youth In Late Socialist China 
This research study is based on sixteen months of ethnographic fieldwork in 2011 
and 2012 among college students in the southern Chinese province of Guangdong. Most 
of my participant-observation, interviews, and survey research were conducted in an elite 
university that I call South China University (SCU). SCU was a top-tier university that 
was nationally known for being one of the most academically vigorous and politically 
liberal in China. The university attracted a diverse pool of students from all over the 
country in pursuit of quality education, upward mobility, and career opportunities in 
China’s prosperous south. The majority of the student population came from southern 
China.7 Many SCU students came from relatively well-off urban households, which 
tended to be in better financial positions to invest in their children’s education.8 
                                                        
7 In a comprehensive survey that I conducted with 1,499 SCU students of freshman and junior standings in 
2012, 51.5% reported hometowns in the Guangdong province where SCU was situated. 47.4% came from 
other provinces in China.  
8 67% of my survey respondents declared “urban” accounts in the household registration system and 29.4% 
“rural” accounts. While the household registration system provided an approximate indication of whether 
these students’ families were of “urban” or “rural” origins, these classifications were sometimes misleading 
because they did not necessarily correspond with where these students had been brought up. It is, however, 
rather safe to say that the majority of SCU students had been brought up in relatively well-off urban 
households because many enjoyed more resources to help with their academic performance. 98.1% among 
my 1,499 survey respondents reported that they owned a personal laptop computer and 77.5% a smart 
phone. Personal computer and smartphone ownership was not uncommon, but they were still a relative 
luxury in most of China at the time of my fieldwork.  
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Most of my informants were the top students in the country. They had to earn 
impeccable grades in the infamously demanding national college entrance exam in order 
to get into SCU. Many SCU students had high hopes about becoming the upcoming 
social, economic, and political elites in the country. These ambitions were not unrealistic. 
Taking advantage of SCU’s reputation and expansive alumni network in the south, many 
SCU graduates proceeded to work in China’s rapidly expanding private sector in the 
cities of Guangzhou and Shenzhen, the country’s economic powerhouse which drew 
major revenues from foreign investments, entrepreneurial initiatives, and international 
trade businesses since Market Reforms in the 1980s.  
It is not inaccurate to say that SCU students were the epitome of China’s new 
generation. Post-Mao Market Reforms had promised young people merit-based 
competition and fair access to economic opportunities. SCU students set the prime 
examples of how these promises realized through individuals’ hard work. Their diverse 
regional and socio-economic backgrounds were in theory no hindrance to their economic 
success and social mobility as long as they proved themselves deserving. Being accepted 
into SCU was a strong proof of such personal merit. These students were the ones who 
were the most capable of embracing and taking advantage of China’s rapid socio-
economic development. Their self-making qualities fit perfectly into the official 
discourse of how the new generation of Chinese youth should be like.  
Many SCU students were undoubtedly bright and hardworking in their own 
rights, but they had also benefited tremendously from the economic opportunities and 
political freedom that were unimaginable during the era of Maoist socialism. Young 
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Chinese born after the 1990s, colloquially referred to as the “post-90s generation” (九零
后), generally enjoyed much higher standard of living when compared with their parents’ 
and grandparents’ generations. Most of my informants, aged nineteen to twenty-two at 
the time of my fieldwork, were born singletons under the One-Child Policy.9 This 
generation of young women and men often enjoyed all the resources and affection that 
their families could afford. The “post-90s generation” was associated with freedom and 
affluence. Thanks to China’s rapid socio-economic development, they were the fortunate 
ones (Fong 2004) who could afford to be “individualistic,” “cosmopolitan,” and 
“desiring” (Rofel 2007).  
Along with economic affluence, however, also came an alleged erosion of moral 
qualities and collective awareness. There were widespread concerns in the Chinese 
society that material comforts and parental indulgence had bred an “ideological crisis” 
(Kwong 1994) among the “post-90s generation.” “Little emperors” (Jing 2000) raised in 
general affluence had become too “selfish” (Yan 2003) and “spoiled” (Fong 2004) to care 
about people around them. In his portrayal of young Chinese in urban China, Alex 
Cockain writes,  
Chinese youth has shifted in the minds of the wider Chinese public from 
being “vanguards of the population… and ‘forecasters’ of China’s future 
generation” (Song 2003:6) to being associated with a whole array of rather 
less positive qualities and behaviors… Youth have subsequently been 
depicted as contemplative, wounded, wasted, lost; fallen; complex; 
practical; without thought for the future, mankind, or the motherland; 
distant to the Party, doubting of socialism; boatsful; dishonest; arrogant; and 
“practical, utilitarian, and individualistic, a kind of self-centered ‘me-
generation’” (Xu 2002:ix)… young Chinese have shifted from being 
                                                        
9 47.8% of my 1,499 survey respondents had no siblings. 29.7% had one.  
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considered as group-focused, passive (easily manipulated) and politically 
oriented, brought in times of scarcity and suffering, to individualistic, 
reflexive (less easily manipulated), apolitical, and consumption focused, 
with experiences of being brought up in times of abundance and excess” 
(2012:2-8).  
 
Anxiety about a potential moral crisis (道德败坏、道德淪喪) was not 
uncommon in public and scholarly discourse about the Chinese society in the 2000s. 
Many China scholars had in some ways connected these changes in public values to the 
“individualization of the Chinese society” as a result of changing imaginations about 
personal rights and obligations among the younger generations (Cockain 2012, Farrer 
2002, Fong 2004, Hansen 2010 and 2015, Kipnis 2012, Kuan 2015, Liu X. 2000, Oxfeld 
2010, Ren 2013, Stafford 2013, Xu 2002, Yan Y. 2003 and 2013). Implied in these 
studies were the not uncommon concerns among policy makers, educators, and the 
Chinese public that freedom corrupts. In popular depictions in contemporary China, 
freedom needed to be controlled because it could bring immoral consequences to 
collective and also individual well-being.  
My dissertation will problematize the relationship between the rise of 
individualism and a moral decline by focusing on the moral potential of Chinese 
students’ transforming understandings of responsible personhood and citizenship. Rather 
than examining the general impression and anxiety about an emerging moral crisis, my 
dissertation zooms into the personal struggles of informants who attempted to stay moral 
and civically productive in an allegedly corrupting society. It examines the subjective 
experiences and imaginations of expanding freedom and rising individualization among 
urban youths who grew up in post-reform China. In spite of the widespread accusations 
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about selfish individualism among the “post-90s generation,” my data suggests that being 
“moral” and considerate to the collective were still core to my informants’ identity. 
Disappointment and frustration were not uncommon sentiments on campus, and yet they 
did not deter Chinese students from exploring new ways to expand their moral agency 
and their own moral communities.  
This study will join the bulk of recent anthropological scholarship that examines 
how young Chinese reconciled individualizing impulses with their sense of social 
responsibilities.10 It will expand the realm of scholarly inquiries about the relationship 
between individualization and morality – which is to-date largely dominated by 
ethnographies done in rural China.11 Taking advantage of new challenges and 
opportunities presented by the complexities of urban life, an ethnographic project in one 
of the most prosperous cities in the country will shed light on the impacts of economic 
development and global modernity in transforming China’s moral landscape. My 
research also differs from previous studies in its explicit focus on China’s social and 
political elites. It offers information to facilitate the explanations and predictions about 
China’s democratic future by analyzing how moral values and identity came to be shaped 
among these up and coming economic and political leaders of the society.  
                                                        
10 Previous studies about these struggles found that young people never totally forsake their obligations to 
the family and the Chinese nation even when these responsibilities came into conflicts with their personal 
aspirations. Vanessa Fong coins the term “filial nationalism” to describe young people’s sense of 
responsibilities towards the Chinese nation even though it might restrain their pursuit for global identity 
(2004). Lisa Hoffman explicates how socialistic morality has never truly faded in young people’s pursuit of 
what she calls “patriotic professionalism” (2010). 
11 Notable exceptions include Vanessa Fong’s (2004 and 2011) and Lisa Hoffman’s (2010) studies among 
urban youth in Dalian, and John Osburg’s work on private entrepreneurs and the “new rich” in Chengdu 
(2013). All these studies are done in the northern parts of the country closer to the Communist Party’s 
centers of political power.  
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Freedom, Responsibility, and Moral Agency 
My dissertation will discuss young Chinese’s aspirations for autonomy and 
success, the structural constraints that may derail and raise doubts about these pursuits, 
and subsequently, their difficult quests to claim autonomy, moral responsibilities, and 
political agency. I am particularly interested in whether, how, and when individuals 
choose to (dis)engage themselves when reprioritizing their moral responsibilities under 
the backdrop of rapid socio-economic changes. Framing these issues around the debates 
in anthropological studies of ethics and morality, I ask not only whether the new 
generation of Chinese youth enjoy more freedom and autonomy than before, but also 
what type of freedom is allowed, how the axis of control has shifted, and how young 
people are empowered and disempowered when negotiating for new imagination of 
moral personhood.  
Through looking closely at the interactions between moral agents and the 
structuring structure, the purpose of this dissertation is to anchor the analytical focus back 
to the struggles of the resourceful agents and their creative ways to navigate and counter 
political constraints. Chinese students were cognizant of the extent of control embedded 
in the opportunities and choices that they were given. At the same time, they recognized 
that the enactment of socialist power was not even across different institutional levels and 
realms of activities. There were always ways to exploit the unevenness and discrepancies 
within the state and university institutions where social and political control was less 
complete. Seeing through the illusions of freedom and agency did not stop the 
  
12 
(attempted) exercises of youth agency, but rather encouraged the displacement of these 
experiments away from the realm of formal politics over which students reckoned that 
they enjoy more control (such as the cultivation of personal skills and connections) and 
relative autonomy (such as informal activities of which the school authority was not 
aware). Freedom from direct authoritarian gaze, hence, did not entail a demise in 
morality, but the opportunities to contest and redefine what it meant to be moral and 
responsible. 
This study about university students in China will contribute new materials to the 
emerging anthropological field of ethics and morality. It examines the discursive and 
embodied dimensions of moral processes through student organizations, where students 
learned to juggle ideals and practices that could at times be contradictory. In the process, 
I address both the “ordinary ethics” embodied in everyday actions (Lambek 2010, 
Stafford 2013, Steinmüller 2013) as well as exceptional instances of ethical challenges 
and moral breakdowns when decisions have to be made (Oxfeld 2010, Zigon 2011). I try 
to consider all calculations, experiences, and evaluations of consequences and moral 
responsibilities that are empirically observable. In response to James Laidlaw’s (2014) 
call to incorporate the ethical concepts of virtue, character, freedom, and responsibility 
into anthropological analysis, this dissertation examines how changing understandings of 
freedom and responsibility matter in Chinese students’ decision making and cultivation 
of moral personhood. 
 
Field Site: Student Organizations at SCU  
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In this study, student organizations are defined as voluntary, not-for-profit, semi-
structured, and semi-autonomous groups organized by students for students as a form of 
informal university education. As I will describe in further details in chapter three, these 
groups have vast variety in their scale, activeness, legality, and purposes. They arrange 
regular sports games, movie screening, outings, street fairs, outreach campaigns, campus-
wide competitions, performances and variety shows, volunteering opportunities, and 
lectures and panel discussions both on- and off-campus. Many students enrolled in these 
groups in order to make friends, gain experience in event planning, and to cultivate 
connections and skills that might serve them well in the job market.12 
I picked student organizations in Chinese universities to be my field site for 
observing these changing notions of freedom, responsibility, and political agency for 
several reasons. First, extra-curricular organizations was a relatively new but increasingly 
popular component of university education in China at the time of my fieldwork in the 
early 2010s. As I will continue to elaborate in chapter two, “proper” education was before 
conceptualized to be classroom-bounded, disciplinary-specific, and politically-oriented in 
China’s universities. “Student activities” prior to the 1980s often centered on academic 
discussions and political mobilization. “Student organizations” in their current form - as 
voluntary, minimally-supervised, informal groups for young people to explore and pursue 
their personal (non-political) passion – were a new phenomenon that was only possible 
after the Market Reforms in 1978. It was not until the late 1980s that the notion of 
“informal education” – through which students could acquire skills and experiences 
                                                        
12 Chapters three and four discuss in more details why students joined extra-curricular organizations.  
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relevant to the demands of the new market economy – became gradually recognized in 
Chinese universities.13 
In spite of its relatively short history of merely two to three decades, increased 
competition in the job market and changing ambitions among Chinese youth have 
propelled the rapid development of extra-curricular activities. In a survey that I 
conducted with 1,499 freshmen and juniors at SCU in 2012, more than 62% reported 
current involvement or history of participation in student organizations.14 Even though 
most students dropped out of associational activities after their freshman or sophomore 
years, the growing popularity of student organizations as a common college experience 
still makes the experience an important rite of passage for young Chinese who went 
through university education in the 2010s.15 
Not only were extra-curricular organizations newly common in China’s 
universities, their development also reflected important changes in the values and moral 
worldviews among young people in post-Reform China. The extra-curricular was a 
sphere where students were explicitly encouraged to explore their creativity and 
individuality. Participants could let their “creativity run wild” and to “look for who they 
truly are.” They were also encouraged to put their idealism into practice, to do something 
that “one did not dare to do.” Student organizations allowed young people to be 
temporarily liberated from school work and academic responsibilities, and to explore the 
                                                        
13 Chapter two discusses in more details the emergence and characteristics of this extra-curricular sphere.  
14 Participatory figure at SCU is likely to be higher than that in other universities due to the school’s 
reputation of being one of the most elitist and liberal in the country.  
15 Many students chose to opt in during their first year of college and drop out as they move up the rung in 
college. More elaboration about the high drop-out rate can be found on p.23.  
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new opportunities and freedom in post-Reform China. They opened up a window to 
examine how economic reforms and socio-political changes have driven these 
transformations. 
Student organizations were good sites to launch social experiments also because 
they occupied a relatively autonomous and unsupervised sphere within the university 
institution. They were not sanctioned or controlled as much by the Communist Party-state 
as other social activities on-campus were. In China, extra-curricular activities were under 
the nominal supervision and guidance of Party agents and school administrators, but few 
university staff regarded these groups to be consequential enough to be worth the efforts. 
This ambiguous and relatively flexible distance from university authority gave 
organizational participants the space necessary to test the boundaries of what could and 
could not be tolerated. Not only were they testing ground for moral idealism and social 
initiatives, extra-curricular activities also facilitated students’ learning to work and 
negotiate with institutional authority. 
This is not to romanticize student activities. I will show that the structures and 
procedures in students’ extra-curricular associational life were not especially conductive 
to changes and innovations. Chapters three, four, and five, for example, examine how 
student participants got acculturated to organizational norms and cultures through 
motivational speeches and hierarchical practices that often conveyed conflicting 
expectations about moral personhood and social responsibilities. Creativity and 
individuality were nominally encouraged but shunned in actual practice, while 
conformity and collectivist morale were rewarded by institutional recognition and status. 
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There was active cultivation of social connections and responsibilities as well as their 
constant negotiation and reprioritization.  
Being nominally supervised and resource-wise dependent on the university, 
student organizations were subject to regulations if they wanted to recruit and operate on 
campus. For example, advertising flyers needed to be pre-approved by the Office of 
Student Affairs. Student organizers needed to submit requests for venue and equipment 
days in advance. Certain types of organizations, such as religious gatherings, gender 
rights advocacy, ethnic or minority groups, political activism, and groups that were 
deemed to have dubious “foreign connections,” would not be granted legal status on 
campus.16 Student organizations, therefore, were hardly breeding ground for political 
resistance, nor did they resemble exactly what some scholars would call a “civil 
society.”17  
While student groups were not likely to pose immediate challenges to Communist 
governance, they gave rise to opportunities for students to reflect upon their 
responsibilities to the state and the society. In a political context where the regime was 
highly suspicious of social gatherings and civic initiatives, students’ extra-curricular 
involvement in universities – however ephemeral and regulated their experiences might 
                                                        
16 I will elaborate in subsequent chapters that some of these groups still managed to operate “underground” 
on campus. As will become clear, students’ creativity and resourcefulness in working around school 
regulations are a major theme of this dissertation.  
17 In his seminal piece on civil society and democratization, Gordon White writes that the main idea 
common to the use of the term “civil society” refers to it as “an immediate associational realm between 
state and family populated by organizations which are separate from the state, enjoy autonomy in relation 
to the state and are formed voluntarily by members of society to protect or extend their interests or values” 
(1994:379). This idea of civil society is primarily inspired by Jürgen Habermas (1989), who borrows the 
term from Hegel to identify the sphere of production and exchange beyond the familial that stands 
autonomous and independent of the state.   
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be – could constitute one of the very few opportunities in their lifetime to engage in 
voluntary civil associations. They mattered – in this study and also in China’s socio-
political landscape - because they have carved out a sphere in which students feel 
relatively safe to express their moral agency. Extra-curricular activities became the site 
where power contentions and tensions on the university campus played out. They also 
engendered the cultivation of a particular kind of political subjectivity in which I am the 
most interested to examine in this dissertation.  
 
Methodology 
My object of study, specifically, is the participants in student organizations and 
extra-curricular activities. Most of my informants were freshman and sophomore students 
at the age range of nineteen to twenty-two years old at the time of research. All were 
unmarried, and most had no boyfriend or girlfriend when I first met them.18 Most 
organizational activities might be open to both members and non-members, but in this 
dissertation, I restrict the definition of “participants” to those who either make or become 
bounded by commitments to meet or attend events regularly.19 As I will continue to 
elaborate in chapter three, most freshmen signed up as “officers” (干部) upon enrollment. 
“Joining an organization” (加社团) means taking up duties and responsibilities in the 
group. It is possible to take part as “members” (会員) with no work responsibilities, but 
                                                        
18 My survey shows that 25.4% of my sampled SCU students were currently in a romantic relationship, and 
71.4% were not. Detailed demographic information of my survey sample can be found in Appendix B.  
19 I chose this definition for “members” and “participants” not only for clarity and consistency, but also 
because most of my informants, too, regarded commitments an indispensable component in a proper 
associational experience. 
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this type of non-committal participation is not common and not usually considered by 
students to be the “proper” associational experience. 20 
I worked with two major types of “officers”: “junior officers” (部员) and 
“division leaders” (部长). “Junior officers” are incoming freshmen and sometimes 
sophomores who are new to the organization. When they joined the group, newcomers 
were usually assigned to different subdivisions that serve specialized associational 
functions immediately. Examples of subdivisions included “publicity division,” 
“planning division,” “public relations division,” and “information technology division.” 
These subdivisions often became the primary cohorts on which sense of belonging and 
bonding experiences were based.  
Junior officers work under the supervision and mentorship of their division 
leaders, who are usually returnees who are promoted to responsible posts in their second 
year after proving their ability and dedication during their junior officer-ship. Division 
leaders are responsible for mentoring incoming students and coordinating team efforts. A 
hierarchy up is the central committee (主席团), which is usually comprised of a 
chairperson, multiple vice-chairpersons, a treasurer, and a secretary. They are the core 
managers who develop strategic plans and oversee associational operation. These 
responsible posts are usually filled by students of sophomore and junior standing. 
Competition is fierce because the pyramid-shaped organizational structure was 
                                                        
20 Members receive event notifications via chatroom announcements and text messages, but they are 
bounded by no obligations to participate. It is more common for groups which specialize in arranging 
regular sports games and volunteering opportunities to recruit “members.” However, these involvements 
were usually considered chores to earn extra credits and participatory documentations in physical exercises 
and volunteer activities for scholarship applications.   
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inadequate to re-absorb all upper-class returnees. The following chart shows the 
organizational structure of a typical student group. Boxes in orange denote university 
staff and party agents responsible for overseeing student activities.  
 
Table 1.1. Organization Structure of a Typical Student Group  
While I have consulted other ethnographic accounts and second-hand sources in 
my portrayal of elite Chinese students for inspiration and contextualization, my analysis 
is primarily grounded in my own observations and interactions in the field. During my 
research, I officially enrolled in thirteen student organizations at SCU. Aimed at 
incorporating different kinds of student groups along the spectrum of variety, my 
sampling strategy was based upon “organizational size” and “relationship with university 
authority” - two major criteria with which many informants used to differentiate student 
groups that I will further explain in Chapter three. The following table shows where each 
“Student Leaders”  
“Junior Officers” 
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of my thirteen sampled organizations fit in this typological scheme. For now, my purpose 
here is to show the range and variety of the groups in which I have participated:21  
 Relationship with University Authority and Communist Party Agents22 
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 Close  In Compliance Non-compliance 
Big 
(250+) 
Student Union  Sprout Education 
Initiative 
(Unregistered, Inter-
university group) 
Medium 
(80-250) 
Hike for Love,  
Red Cross 
Foreign Language 
Association, 
Environmental 
Protection Group 
Student Alliance for 
International Exchange 
(Unregistered)24 
Small  
(20-80) 
Assoc. of 
Student 
Organizations 
(ASO), 
University 
Chorus25 
Care for AIDS 
Alliance, 
Tennis Club,  
Magic Club 
Progressive Students 
United (PSU) 
 
Table 1.2. Sampled Organizations at SCU 
 
I attended as many formal and informal gatherings as I could in all the sampled 
organizations and helped with event planning and implementation when needed. My 
interactions with student organizers and participants happened both in person and online.  
While organizational events, planning and debriefing meetings, and informal chats over 
                                                        
21 Detailed descriptions of each of these groups can be found in Appendix A.  
22 It is difficult to evaluate how close student groups were to the university power center, but I try to adopt 
less subjective indicators when making the classifications. I considered organizations with more funding 
from the university and more communication with school administers “close” to university authority. These 
groups were more often asked by administrators and Party agents to help out and to represent the 
university. “In compliance” refers to groups that follow university regulations but assume little contact with 
university staff. “Non-compliance” refers to groups that are not officially registered on SCU campus, or 
those which had been unofficially blacklisted for being more prone to organizing “problematic” activities.  
23 I will elaborate more about the importance of organizational size in Chapter three.  
24 My application to be a group member was rejected, but I attended their activities through an informant’s 
connection.  
25 The University Chorus was the only organization that I joined with adult presence (a staff conductor). I 
dropped out after two months because of the group’s demand on my time.    
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tea and dessert provided the ideal settings for observation, group chats in web-based and 
cellular-based chatrooms have also given me many insights into participants’ patterns of 
interaction and sense of connectedness in the groups. Besides these thirteen groups that I 
was a formal member of, I also informally participated in many other student-initiated 
workshops, field trips, and gatherings at SCU and other university campuses.  
The sleepless nights I spent on decorating an event hall with students and the long 
miles I walked to deliver textbooks to rural schools paid off. My consistent involvement 
in associational activities as a regular (albeit senior) participant not only allowed me to 
observe the operation of the organizations.26 More importantly, it helped to establish trust 
and friendship with student informants, who would share with me their opinions and 
experience of associational involvement, the different views and emotions that they felt 
about campus life, their academic and professional aspirations, and their concerns and 
sentiments about personal and socio-political issues. It is difficult to count the exact 
number of informants with whom I maintained friendly relationships for more than a 
semester, but the number is well over one hundred and seventy. I have relied heavily on 
these informal interactions and conversations for identifying themes of concern and for 
formulating and testing running hypotheses.  
Besides qualitative information, this study also yielded quantitative survey data to 
map out students’ patterns of time management and to draw meaningful correlations that 
                                                        
26 I identified myself as a visiting researcher and applied for office as undergraduate students would do. I 
participated as a “junior officer” in the organizations that I joined, but students politely addressed me as 
“shijie” (academic elder sister) to recognize my senior status. More discussions about organizational 
hierarchy can be found in chapter five.  
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could explain associational participation. In March and April of 2012, I collected 1,499 
valid responses to a self-designed comprehensive survey from SCU’s freshmen and 
junior classes.27 The survey was conducted with the help of ban (homeroom group) 
leaders.28 Having based the sampling strategy on academic cohorts as units rather than 
organizational affiliation, I was able to generate response from both organizational 
participants and non-participants. The survey collected information concerning 
respondents’ demographic background, participatory history, academic standings, habits 
of computer use, as well as their personal goals and ambitions. While my research project 
has relied mostly on observations and interviews, I use this bulk of quantitative data to 
reveal relevant correlations, validate analytical results, and contextualize the study with 
SCU’s general student population. Combining the use of qualitative and quantitative 
methods, this study aims at portraying a realistic and meaningful picture of student life, 
as well as to offer holistic and insightful answers to the research questions: How did 
Chinese youth understand their moral responsibilities and social engagement? What can a 
case study of the Chinese university tell us about the prerequisites to and mechanisms 
behind the making and unmaking of responsible citizens? 
                                                        
27 More information about the survey and a survey template can be found in Appendix B.  
28 Ban, or homeroom groups, is the basic organizational unit in the university. Headed by a homeroom 
teacher, each ban at SCU consists of about forty to sixty students. Students were assigned into their ban 
according to their academic major before they matriculated, and there was little flexibility to switch ban. 
Ban is the basis of many logistical arrangements on campus including academic scheduling and dormitory 
assignments. It is the primary community with which most students identify with in the university. There 
are student associations in each ban to arrange activities, outings, and services. These ban associations in 
practice function very much like regular student organizations, except that participation is strictly required 
of and exclusive to all members of the ban. Filling the posts of responsibility, nevertheless, are done on a 
voluntary basis like other student groups do.  
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It should, however, be pointed out that this study does not encompass the range of 
extra-curricular activities available on the Chinese university campus. I choose not to 
cover more formal types of non-academic associations such as the Communist Youth 
League, compulsory military training, and homeroom group organizations. While such 
gatherings were equally valuable for learning about students’ university experiences, my 
selectiveness was based on both strategic and theoretical concerns. On the strategic front, 
observations of these official and supervised activities might invite unwanted attention 
from the university authority. On the theoretical front, my research interests lie in the 
cultivation of moral personhood and political subjectivity in situations where informants 
had more room to negotiate for freedom, responsibilities, and agency. Leaving out 
student groups that operated under authoritarian surveillance and compulsory enrollment 
allowed me to focus more specifically on the new types of voluntary, semi-autonomous, 
and nominally non-political groups that emerged on Chinese campuses only after the 
1980s.  
Also, the high drop-out rate in organizational activities has posed challenges in 
comparing the experiences across age cohorts. Most of my informants were freshmen and 
sophomores. I have befriended fewer students of junior and senior standing because they 
were much less active in student organizations.29 Competition for leadership posts is one 
reason. Students also explained that senior students resigned when they found themselves 
                                                        
29 Rate of organizational participation drops drastically as students move through four years of college. 
Among the 509 survey responses that I collected from the junior class in my survey study, students 
reported participation in an average of 2.28 extra-curricular organizations and responsibilities in their 
freshman year. The number dropped to 0.84 in sophomore year and 0.34 in junior year.  
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too busy with job hunting, internship, and finishing up graduation requirements. Some 
upperclassmen I talked to simply said that student organizations were no longer novel 
and that they were not interested anymore. As I will continue to elaborate in chapters two 
and three, associational life supplemented a proper college experience, but many students 
also considered it a distraction from their academic responsibilities as a good student. It 
was a better investment of their time to do more studying instead.30  
My portrayal is therefore a snapshot of university students in a particular locale 
(of student organizations) at a particular point (early stage) of their college career. 31 This 
experience is a short but not unimportant life stage in Chinese students’ passage to 
adulthood. My student informants took their participation very seriously. They enrolled 
not only to put a checkmark on their bucket list for university education, but they also 
invested high hopes in how participation could transform their ways of interpreting and 
experiencing the world. The tension and paradoxes embedded in students’ articulations 
and experimentations of these aspirations and moral idealism reveal a lot about the 
understanding of freedom, moral responsibility, and political agency among young elites 
in contemporary China.  
 
Organization of This Dissertation 
                                                        
30 I will discuss more about the complementarity and conflict between academic and extra-curricular 
commitments in chapters two, three and four.  
31 I do not have the longitudinal data to measure the sustainability of student activism at this stage of my 
project. My research was based on sixteen months of ethnographic fieldwork in 2011 and 2012. I have not 
had the opportunity to conduct a systematic follow-up revisit since then.  
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In this ethnography about elite youth in urban China, I show how active pursuit of 
autonomy can unwittingly subject aspiring agents to social constraints, while passivity, 
resignation, and disengagement could be interpreted as alternative expressions of 
morality and youth agency. It discusses how rising attention to authentic individuality 
and aspirational pursuits reshaped students’ expressions of moral sensibilities, collective 
awareness, and political engagement. Each chapter explicates the particular forms of 
moral personhood and political subjectivities among elite youth under new tensions and 
opportunities in contemporary China. In addition to introducing different ethnographic 
situations and vignettes, each chapter – as in this opening one - begins with an epigraph 
of slang expressions common among the Chinese youth population in early 2010s. These 
expressions illustrate in my informants’ own words the sentiments that I try to unpack in 
each respective chapter. Piecing together a mosaic of youth culture that might be transient 
but that is not inconsequential, my dissertation presents a detailed account of Chinese 
students’ changing relationships with their peers, university authorities, different levels of 
state agents, and Chinese society at large.32 
There are three parts to this dissertation. Chapters two, three, and four analyze the 
characteristics and significance of extra-curricular education on Chinese university 
campuses at the turn of the century. Chapter two discusses how this newly-emergent, 
semi-autonomous sphere for student activities embodied and propelled new 
understandings of modernity, productive personhood, and meaningful social 
                                                        
32 The usage of some of the slang was specific to the age cohort I worked with and to the region of southern 
China.   
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relationships. Then, I unpack the manifestations and implications of the desires for 
autonomy and freedom (chapter three) and authenticity and individuality (chapter four) 
that have emerged among young elites in post-Reform China. I show that these ideals 
were often embedded in paradoxical assumptions about moral responsibilities in the 
ethnographic context of a Chinese university. Students were encouraged to pursue their 
personal dreams and yet often reminded of the importance to be practical and realistic. 
They saw themselves as autonomous agents but could not break free from institutional 
regulations and social expectations. Charting students’ elusive pursuits of these 
competing expectations, these three chapters outline some struggles and challenges that 
students confronted in a rapidly transforming socio-economic world, and to provide 
information about the geographical and contextual settings on which students negotiated 
their agency and moral personhood.  
Chapters five and six examine students’ attempts to expand their agency and to 
realize their moral idealism in extra-curricular activities, and their eventual 
disappointment in the process. I argue that the hierarchical structure and bureaucratic 
operation of student organizations were not conducive to promoting emotional intimacy 
(chapter five) and democratic practices (chapter six). My findings challenge the standard 
assumption in civil society literature that voluntary associations endow participants with 
collective awareness, civic skills, and social ties, and hence promote the provision of 
public goods and the development of liberal democracy. The voluntary, informal, and 
minimally-supervised sphere of students’ organizations that I studied have supported 
young people’s experimentations with civic ideals such as volunteerism, social 
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entrepreneurship, liberal democracy, and responsible citizenship. To the disappointment 
of student organizers and participants, however, these activities have posed few 
challenges to the institutional culture and utilitarian logic that have shaped and dominated 
China’s universities over the last century. Instead of cultivating potential for civic 
activism, these supposedly egalitarian and voluntary organizations have promoted 
conformity, heavy reliance on personal connections, bureaucracy based on seniority, and 
obedience to established hierarchy.  
Chapters seven and eight discuss how students avoided and challenged these 
structural constraints by moving the locus of moral activism further away from 
institutional control and the state’s authoritarian gaze. Chapter seven tells ethnographic 
stories in which students competed to claim a moral high ground by actively rejecting the 
political implications of their volunteer activities. Chapter eight describes and explains 
the discursive processes through which students imagined and established the university 
to be a non-political - and hence morally superior - community insulated from immoral 
socio-political norms that have corrupted the Chinese society at large. These two chapters 
demonstrate students’ eagerness to prove to themselves that it was possible to be moral 
without participating in formal politics, even though their articulation of these aspirations 
inevitably evoked the language and symbols of socialist modernity. It was very difficult 
to break free from the institutional framework and the larger political structures.  
Chapter nine is the conclusion in which I restate some arguments that I made 
about morality, agency, and political participation throughout the dissertation, and 
discuss their socio-political implications in late socialist China. Chinese students I 
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worked with were seldom openly confrontational against the political apparatus, but they 
were skillful in dodging and manipulating the authoritarian gaze. Challenging 
conventional understandings of the public-private boundary, Chinese students actively 
facilitated the displacement of morality from the formal political realm to cultivate an 
alternative moral universe that operated upon the foundational building blocks of 
youthful passion, moral idealism, friendship, and interpersonal trust. Extra-curricular 
organizations – in spite of their inflated promises and inevitable disappointments that 
they entailed - opened up an emergent space for student participants to construct and 
articulate new imaginations about China’s democratic future.  
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CHAPTER TWO  
LAND-USE CONTESTATIONS AND  
THE EMERGENCE OF STUDENT ORGANIZATIONS 
Jiong (囧): An archaic Chinese character which means “patterned 
window,” or “brightness.” The character was appropriated into slang 
vocabulary in the 2010s as an ideographic emoticon to indicate a range of 
moods including confusion, amusement, awkwardness, annoyance, and 
embarrassment. Young people chose this character as an embodiment of 
the range of emotions because of the character’s resemblance to a human 
face.  
 
Xiaoguwei Island (小谷围岛) is a rural island of 43.3 square kilometers fifteen 
kilometers east of the city center of Guangzhou. It was home to about 17,000 people in 
the 1990s, who had for centuries relied mainly on orchard farming, fisheries, and light 
industry for subsistence.33 While the island was not too far away from urban Guangzhou, 
it was rather isolated because there were no proper roads and public transportation in and 
out of the island. Boats were used for infrequent commutes until a bridge was built in the 
1980s. Xiaoguwei Island had long been a forgotten part of the suburban district of Panyu, 
Guangzhou, until a governmental decree in 2001 introduced total transformation.   
Today, Xiaoguwei Island is known as the Higher Education Mega Center 
(HEMC, 广州大学城), an ambitious governmental project to enhance Guangzhou’s 
capacity and reputation as a major hub for research and tertiary education in South China. 
Under the directive and full support of the provincial government, the first phase of 
HEMC development took less than two years to complete. In 2003, the government 
                                                        
33妙觉慈智(2009) “800年历史的古村落遭强拆：广州郭朗共和国土地上的悲惨世界.” Accessed on 
February 5, 2014 at http://www.boxun.com/news/gb/pubvp/2009/05/200905250733.shtml.  
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ordered the relocation of 14,000 initial inhabitants from all six villages on Xiaoguwei 
Island, two of which were completely demolished. Almost half of the island was 
officially acquired and transformed from abandoned farmlands into governmental land 
assigned for education purposes.34 Ten of the best universities in the province – including 
comprehensive universities, technical institutions, and a music conservatory- were 
allocated land and generous budgets to build satellite campuses on the island. The 
government also took initiatives to build modern sports facilities and conventional 
complexes to be shared among the ten universities. New bridges and subway lines were 
constructed to connect the island to the city. This first phase of the project cost the 
provincial government about thirty billion Chinese yuan (about five billion USD).35  
The modern HEMC, which was designed to accommodate 200,000 students in 
total, officially opened its doors to faculty and students by the fall semester of 2004. 
When I conducted my fieldwork in 2011-2012, 13,000 undergraduate students, which 
accounted for 60% of SCU’s total undergraduate population, resided and took classes on 
SCU’s HEMC campus. Many educators, academics, and citizens were hopeful that 
specialized land-use on an isolated island would provide a collaborative and distraction-
free environment to support students’ and researchers’ full-time immersion in academic 
pursuits. 
                                                        
34 Total size of Xiaoguwei Island was 43.3 square kilometers, and 18 square kilometers were developed 
into HEMC.  
35刘力图 (2013)  “广州大学城沦为“富人岛”之忧.” In China Times. Accessed on February 5, 2014 at 
http://www.chinatimes.cc/huaxia/pages/128831/moreInfo.htm.  
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This is the location in which I conducted most of my field research, and it is the 
purpose of this chapter to examine the significance of the setting.36 Land-use zoning on 
the HEMC Island is relevant not only to this particular study, but it is also analytically 
interesting in its own right. This chapter argues that the concept of HEMC and the 
architectural layout of SCU’s campus embedded and made concrete the three formal 
educational ideals of technical specialization, practicality, and classroom-bounded 
activities. The spatial arrangements guided by these ideals, nevertheless, gave little 
consideration to the everyday experience of students who populated the space, and 
therefore quickly became obsolete and impractical under rapid socio-economic changes. 
In the second part of the chapter, I turn to examining the emergence of informal 
education and extra-curricular activities in relation to the adaptations that students had to 
make and the changing imaginations about higher education in modern China. I argue 
that the emergence of a “students’ space” on campus has empowered students with more 
leverage to negotiate their college experiences, as evident in the increasing role they 
played in complicating and contesting land-use on HEMC Island. Examining ideals and 
conflicts about zoning and space-use, this chapter introduces the ethnographic 
background for the rest of my dissertation, and outlines some recent transformations in 
students’ and educators’ imaginations about the ideal university education in China. 
 
                                                        
36 I conducted about 60% of my field observations on SCU’s HEMC campus, about 20% on another of 
SCU’s campuses, and 20% on activities off-campus or at other universities. I frequented the HEMC 
campus more often because of relative vibrancy of extra-curricular activities on an undergraduate-
dominated-campus, and subsequently because of the field connections that I managed to establish at 
HEMC.  
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“University City”: A New Era of University Education in China? 
The idea of “University City” (大学城) did not begin in Guangzhou. Its 
construction was inspired by the “Oriental University City” (东方大学城) in Langfang, 
Hebei (河北廊坊), which opened thirty kilometers to the west of Beijing in 2000. In 
1998, a high school principal made a casual comment about his vision to build “a main 
street with both sides lined with university campuses.”37 The comment caught the 
attention of several government officials who were looking for new ideas to develop the 
vast piece of deserted land that lies between the city and Beijing. In 1999, the district 
government teamed up with investors to unleash an ambitious joint venture to develop 
China’s first “University City.” They invested a total of 140 million yuan (around 22 
million USD) to erect ninety-eight infrastructural, academic, and dormitory buildings on 
2,300 hectares of “empty” land in just ten months.  
The project coincided with the governmental decision to raise China’s tertiary 
education enrollment from 5% of the eligible age cohort in 1999 to 15% by 2009 (Bai 
2006:128).38 As a result, the number of university students doubled from 6,430,000 in 
1998 to 12,100,000 in 2001.39 Demands for campus space ran high in the first few years 
of the new Millennium. Government officials and citizens hoped to remake the struggling 
                                                        
37 陈新焱. (2010). “东方大学城：中国第一个大学城的十年生死.” In 南方周末(June 25, 2010), 
accessed on March 4, 2014 at http://www.infzm.com/content/46784. 
38 The university enrollment expansion policy (高校扩招, gaoxiao kuozhao) was widely considered a failed 
policy. The goal of 15%, which was World Bank’s threshold for “mass higher education,” was eventually 
reached by 2002, but with disastrous impacts on graduate unemployment. In 2008, the Ministry of 
Education retracted the policy in much embarrassment.  
39 “大学城: 教育的烂尾楼.” In The Other Side. Accessed on February 9, 2015 at   
http://news.163.com/special/00012Q9L/campustown.html. 
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suburban city into the Chinese versions of England’s Cambridge or Oxford, or Japan’s 
Tsukuba, which were the prototypes of “university city” that planners had in mind for its 
“oriental” counterpart.40 In the decade that followed, the “Oriental University City” 
successfully branded itself as the epitome of modern educational institution, and the 
model was quickly replicated in twenty-one provinces across China. From 1999 to 2002, 
investment in building “university cities” amounted to 3.25 billion yuan (about 0.5 billion 
USD) nation-wide.41 Over fifty “University Cities” bloomed in major cities such as 
Shenzhen, Kunming, Xiamen, Suzhou, Ningbo, Zhengzhou, and Chongqing. 
Guangzhou’s HEMC joined the list in 2004, with a size almost three times as big as the 
Oriental University City when it first opened.42  
Since its conception, the idea of “University City” had an explicit goal of 
modernizing – if not Westernizing - China’s tertiary education. The name “Oriental” 
chosen for the first University City, with an obvious reference point to the modern 
“West,” clearly implied a modernizing aspiration. Even subsequent names, such as 
Guangzhou’s HEMC bore official English translations – also in acronyms no less – that 
conveyed a wish for modernity and international integration intended for communicating 
with both Chinese and “Western” audience. Early advocates had emphasized the 
“sustainable” economic returns that investments in University Cities could bring, and 
never shied away from comparisons with their European and American counterparts in 
                                                        
40 陈新焱. (2010).  
41 “大学城: 教育的烂尾楼.” 
42 The first phase of HEMC completed in 2004 was 17 square kilometers, three times as large as the 
Oriental University City which was 6.7 square kilometer. The entire Xiaoguwei Island (43.4 square 
kilometer) remained undeveloped but was already assigned to HEMC for its eventual expansion.  
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order to “prove” that their model had already worked in developed countries. The 
University City also borrowed elements from the science park model, which was inspired 
by the Silicon Valley and Route 128 in the United States and subsequently proliferated in 
Taiwan, South Korea, Japan, and other parts of China at around the same time.43  
At the turn of the Millennium, the impulse to facilitate technological innovations 
through governmental sponsorship of infrastructure and economic incentives in special 
zones was rather new, particularly in China where private enterprises did not become 
officially endorsed until the 1980s. Some analysts have suggested that the governmental 
sponsorship of university cities was part and parcel of the attempt to remake higher 
education into an income generating business by attracting private enterprises into the 
developmental process.44 These projects, together with other policies such as enrollment 
expansion and raising tuition, aligned with the general trends of marketization, 
corporatization, and internationalization that directed the “modernization” of higher 
education in China after the 1990s.45  
To what extent did these “university cities” contribute to building modern 
university institutions in China in actual practice? The novelty and trendiness of 
                                                        
43  “Science parks” were designed to put technological companies and research institutions in the same area 
to facilitate collaboration between the business and scientific communities. Some studies found that science 
parks helped to promote innovation, creativity, and hence stimulate the new development of 
technologically-based firms (Guan, Yam, and Mok 2005), while some questioned the actual correlations 
allegedly found between academic innovation and business initiatives in the science parks (Quintas et al. 
1992).  
44 “大学城: 教育的烂尾楼.” 
45 See, for example, Hayhoe 1996 for elaboration on these trends. It is worth noting that some parallel 
developments were found in the “West” with concerns about how the rise of “neoliberalism” – as 
manifested in the retreat of state control, the domination of market order and capitalist principles, and the 
pursuit of quantifiable outputs and economic efficiency – threatens to leave modern university institutions 
“in the ruins” (Readings 1997, see also Shore 2010 and Strathern 2000) 
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“modernity” aside, I will argue below that university cities did not challenge the 
understanding and operation of Chinese tertiary education in any profound sense. They 
were not transplants from “the West,” but a modern Chinese invention that enabled the 
Party-state to continue with its heavy-handed approach to managing tertiary education. 
The University City embodied foundational socialist characteristics of practicality, 
specialization, and classroom-bound education that defined China’s modern universities 
since their early development in late 19th Century.  
 
HEMC and Boundaries in China’s Universities 
University Cities: Breaking Down Institutional Boundaries 
The official slogan behind the HEMC project was to build a “college campus with 
no wall” (没有围墙的大学).46 The rationale was to raise education quality and facilitate 
intellectual dialogue by promoting resource and knowledge sharing among different 
universities. Ideally, a student could take a humanities class in a traditional 
comprehensive university, then go next door for practical training if she wanted to dabble 
in technical specialties. She could also take an art appreciation course at the conservatory 
in the evening. This way, a student could get a well-rounded education by making the 
best use of the wide array of disciplinary specialties available on the HEMC Island. 
Furthermore, all students would be able to use different university libraries, and to eat in 
any school canteen. Students could focus on their intellectual pursuits because all their 
                                                        
46 雷雨,毕嘉琪. (2012). “没有围墙的大学城有堵’隐形墙’.” In Southern Daily Newspaper, Guangzhou, 
China. August 21, 2012. Accessed on February 6, 2014 at http://epaper.nfdaily.cn/html/2012-
08/21/content_7117378.htm. 
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needs would be catered for in the self-sustaining academic paradise. Through 
collaborations between institutions with different specializations, a “campus with no 
wall” could maximize research outputs and hence the overall utilities to the provincial 
and national socio-economy. The ideal academy should see no institutional boundaries to 
hinder its proper development.  
The construction of “University Cities” aimed at modernizing China’s higher 
education without letting go of its emphasis on specialization, practicality, and 
classroom-bounded education. It was in some sense a continuation of a “self-
strengthening” project to produce China’s own specialists to fuel national defense and 
economic development. The first Chinese university” was founded in 1895, in response 
to Japan’s success in modernization and its subsequent defeat of Qing China in the Sino-
Japanese War.47 Desperate to defend itself against imminent colonization, the Middle 
Kingdom decided to set up highly instrumental institutions modeled after Japan, the 
USA, and European Countries to equip China with its own engineers and technological 
experts.48 These institutions in late dynastic China had largely grown out of a tradition of 
pragmatism and political predominance. Science and military technology were 
instrumentally promoted to “use the tactics of the barbarians against the barbarians.”  
                                                        
47 The first university was Beiyang Gongxue (1895), the forerunner of Tianjin University. This was 
followed by Nanyang Gongxue (1896, later Jiaotong University) and the Imperial University (1898, now 
Peking University) (Hayhoe 1996:3). 
48 There were different models of university in Europe and America. Qing China and Japan adopted the 
more technically- and scientifically- oriented one because it served the immediate goal of self-
strengthening through scientific development the best.  
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The legacy of specialization and practicality was further solidified after the 
Communists claimed control in 1949.49 Under Soviet tutelage, universities became even 
more specialized. The overriding goal of higher education in the following decades was 
to serve the new socialist economy and polity. Middle-school students with the best 
academic records and proper political background were recruited into the universities 
with pre-assigned academic majors, following quotas set by the Communist state’s 
centralized control. Up until 1993, university students were guaranteed and assigned jobs 
in governmental units and state-owned enterprises upon graduation. The state was 
explicit in its attempt to ensure that universities manufactured productive socio-political 
subjects integral to a socialist economy. This functionalist understanding meant that 
different institutions should serve different but equally important functions in the 
coherent maintenance of national integrity and the socialist economy. The overarching 
purpose of all universities was understood in terms of contribution to the social whole.  
The Communist government had long been the ultimate engineer manipulating to 
make higher education useful to the society throughout the 20th Century. One key 
education policy in the 1950s and 1960s was to redraw the nation’s knowledge map by 
manipulating the geographical distribution of universities through the planned 
development of six regional centers for higher education across the country, so that 
universities had to organize around their assigned specializations.50 For example, 
                                                        
49 The heavy instrumental focus was temporarily relieved in Republican China (1911-1944) when a new 
generation of Western-educated historians and philosophers, such as Hu Shi and Chen Yinke became active 
scholars at Peking University. Chinese scholars were also influenced by John Dowey when the American 
philosopher was in residence in Beijing from 1919 to 1921.  
50 The six regional centers were Shanghai for East China, Shenyang for the Northeast, Wuhan for the 
Central South, Chongqing for the southwest, Xian for the Northwest, and Beijing for North China.  
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Qinghua University and Zhejiang University were made the leading polytechnic 
institutions for North China and East China, and had their main programs in the arts and 
basic sciences moved to other institutions. Beijing University and Fudan University, the 
leading comprehensive universities, lost most of their applied and professional programs. 
People’s University was allocated an explicit specialization in the social sciences 
responsible for training socialist planners and teachers of political theory. In the process 
of re-mapping, some universities were completely relocated geographically to align with 
central directives. For example, the entire Shanghai Jiaotong University was moved to 
Xian in 1955. These close historical precedents showed that the latest fad to relocate 
departments, faculty, and students to “University Cities” was a continuation, rather than 
an innovation, of the state project to break down institutional boundaries for the 
functional integration of higher education into the society at large.  
 
Geographical Isolation: Separating the Academic and the Secular 
While institutional boundaries were considered hindrance to the proper 
development and socio-economic integration of higher education, the university as a 
modern institution could not realistically function as a boundless entity. The vision to 
assume total control over the social functions of universities was only feasible when there 
were efficient measures in place to confine universities within its own boundaries.51 
                                                        
51 It should be noted that the boundaries of a modern Chinese university has not always been clearly 
defined especially in its early development. Cultural Historian Fabio Lanza argues that the boundaries of 
Beijing University (Beida) remained porous until early 1920s. It was difficult to tell students apart from 
auditors who came to take classes in the university. There were few rituals and ceremonies to bind the 
Beida “community” together.  His argument was that students (as a social designation) did not become a 
meaningful socio-political identity until the May Forth Movement in 1919, a defining moment that 
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Picking an isolated suburban island as the site of HEMC was probably not an accident. 
The geographical isolation of Xiaoguwei Island created natural boundaries to set the 
ivory tower apart from the “outside” world. Under government directives, the HEMC 
became a special academic zone that subjected to special regulations. The government 
had capped non-academically-related and non-university-affiliated land-use to less than 
5%, and hence limited the variety and quantity of commercial activities that could take 
place on the island.52 Within the geographical confines of the island, students and 
academe were encouraged not to consider secular economic concerns that dictate 
everyday life in urban Guangzhou, but to devote all their energy in research and studying.  
The predominant types of activities that were encouraged in this special 
geographical space, therefore, were academic in nature. This meant activities that 
involved formal, didactic relationship between the lecturer and the lectured.53 “To attend 
a university” largely means “to take classes in a university.” In Chinese universities, 
undergraduates were required to spend long hours in the classroom. This one-directional 
arrow of indoctrination is standard in the traditional Chinese understanding of education 
that places a much stronger focus on knowledge absorption rather than critical thinking 
on the part of the students. My survey showed that the average classroom contact hours at 
                                                        
transformed the role of students and universities in the Chinese society. It is also worth noting that the 
concept of universities as privileged bounded institutions that should be set apart from other social realm 
was temporarily suspended during the Cultural Revolution, particularly in 1966-1969 when universities 
nationwide were completely shut down.  
52 The current size of HEMC was 17 square kilometer, among which 10 square kilometer was assigned to 
universities for educational purposes. 0.46 square kilometers (2.7%) were for supporting commercial, 
research, and residential facilities. 0.27 square kilometers (1.5%) were assigned for non-university-
affiliated residential projects (大学城: 教育的烂尾楼.”).  
53 See Fabio Lanza (2010).  
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SCU amounted to 27.14 hours per week. Some students, such as those in the disciplines 
of medicine, nursing, and engineering, reported up to 50 class hours a week. Students 
were also expected to spend considerable time studying, doing homework, and preparing 
for internal and external exams outside of the classroom. Respondents in my survey spent 
on average 17.29 hours a week on class preparation and 21.35 hours a week on other 
academic-related work. Based on these numbers, a Chinese student spent 65.78 hours a 
week on studying and academics.54  
This impulse to keep higher education within the confines of classrooms is also 
consistent with reasons why the modern university was introduced to China in the first 
place. As mentioned above, the Chinese university institution was explicitly designed for 
training technical specialists to serve the state in its first century of modern development. 
Formal lectures in the classroom offered exactly this sort of technical and utilitarian 
trainings. The spatial setting on HEMC reflected a particular imagination about the ideal 
nature of university education, that is, that a secluded academic realm contributes to 
complete devotion to and hence good outcomes in research and studying. Exposure to 
other activities provided unwanted distractions that offer little educational value. It 
wasted students’ time and energy that could alternatively be spent in valuable academic 
pursuits. As a result, extra-curricular education outside of a classroom context was 
                                                        
54 For an America undergraduate, average classroom contact hours was 12-16 hours per week. Students 
were expected to spend at least 25 hours on class preparation. According to the 2003 National Survey of 
Student Engagement of 437 American colleges, only about 13% of full-time students were able to meet that 
weekly demand. 41% spent ten or fewer hours a week (Nathan 2005:121).  
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minimal before the 1980s. It was still largely perceived to be peripheral to formal 
academic pursuits in contemporary China.55 
It could be argued that all these features and characteristics of higher education 
management resembled the socialist danwei structure of the first decades of Communist 
rule when work units were placed under centralized control in order to facilitate 
production and managerial supervision. On the HEMC Island today, planners and 
developers still displayed a similar modernizing impulse by redrawing boundaries: 
institutional boundaries were broken down while the geographical isolation of the 
university was reinforced. When the new University City model was considered in light 
of the ideals of practicality, specialization, and classroom-bounded education, much has 
changed but much more has remained resilient throughout the last Century of 
development in China’s universities.  
 
Land-Use Zoning and the Architectural Layout on SCU Campus 
 
 Officials’ and educators’ preoccupations with academics, practicality, and 
specialization outlined above were apparent in the physical layout and land-use zoning on 
the HEMC Island. The HEMC was designed to be a coherent architectural entity where 
the ten independent universities still enjoyed certain room to display its institutional 
peculiarities. The central features in the middle of HEMC were a fresh water lake and a 
shared sport center for the common recreational use for all students on the HEMC Island. 
                                                        
55 Chapter three will continue to examine how this overt academic focus may create tension and confusion 
among students who wanted to take part in student organizations.   
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Radiating from the “HEMC center lake” (大学城中心湖)were ten pie-shaped campuses 
that were assigned to the ten institutions. Three circular roads, respectively and rationally 
named the inner ring (内环路, denoted by grey in the map), the middle ring (中环路, in 
red), and the outer ring (外环路, in green), cut through and connected the ten campuses. 
As in most universities in China, all HEMC universities were divided into “academic 
quarters” (教学区) and “living quarters” (生活区). All “academic quarters” were situated 
in between the outer ring and the middle ring, while all “living quarters” occupied the 
space in between the middle ring and the inner ring. The functions and boundaries of the 
two regions were clearly demarcated by the roads that separated them.  
 
Illustration 2.1. Land-Use Zoning of HEMC 
 
“Living 
Quarters
”  
“Academic 
Quarters”  
  
43 
SCU occupied one wedge of the island. Its “academic quarter” referred to land 
assigned for academic buildings, laboratories, lecture halls, administrative offices, 
libraries, and sports facilities. It occupied 0.88 square kilometer of land. The “living 
quarter” where students slept, ate, and relaxed were much smaller in comparison. It 
assumed a humble size of only 0.25 square kilometer, less than one-third the size of the 
academic quarter. While only 50% of the academic quarter was currently developed, the 
living quarter was already over-packed with twenty-six dormitory buildings complexes, 
five canteens, banks, post-offices, medical centers, and shops that were designed to 
accommodate and cater for twenty thousand graduate and undergraduate students.  
The general classroom building area was the most impressive-looking structure on 
SCU campus. Its aerial view was often featured in the universities’ publications and 
promotional leaflets. The buildings were arranged into a rectangular layout. To one side 
neatly stood five identical buildings, each of them was four-stories high and housed over 
thirty classrooms equipped with projectors and multi-media facilities. On the other side 
of the rectangle, one would find the most beautiful but also most expensive of the five 
canteens on-campus, and buildings with administrative offices and big but rarely used 
lecture halls. In the middle of the rectangle lay an open grass lawn, which took ten 
minutes to walk across from one end to another. A statue of Chairman Mao stood in the 
center of the lawn. Along the walk one would also see a few other commemorative 
statues decorating the long green corridor.  
The appearance of the grass lawn was always meticulously maintained. The 
solemnity of the space was further underscored by the fact that the grass lawn was always 
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quiet. There were a few benches in the area, but I seldom saw them occupied. The hot 
and humid weather in southern China and the absence of canopy in the lawn deterred 
most students from taking casual walks in the academic quarter. The two neat lines of 
buildings surrounding the rectangular yard did give it a monumental feeling. No vehicle 
was allowed in the academic quarter. Hawkers and other non-academically related 
personnel were sternly kept away. There were students commuting between buildings 
during inter-class hours, but the lawn was simply too big for it to ever appear too noisy or 
too crowded. With the capacity to simultaneously accommodate fifteen thousand people 
in total, the university never ran out of space to hold formal classes. This main yard was 
the central on-campus structure among many other classroom and offices buildings at 
other parts of campus assigned to different academic departments for the overt purposes 
of hosting formal lectures. These buildings, together with the school library, occupied the 
majority of land on-campus. 
Occupying the inner parts of the concentric circle, the “living quarter” was much 
smaller in actual size. It felt even smaller because of the exponentially larger flow of 
people frequenting the area. Dormitory buildings were closely packed. There were not a 
lot of open grounds for social activities. The living quarter was always crowded with 
commuting students, bicycles, cars, and delivery vans at most times during any given 
day. The area was also infested by hawkers especially in the evenings. The living quarter 
had a completely different atmosphere than the academic quarter. While the latter was 
formal and neatly organized, the former was noisy, crowded, and at times chaotic.  
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Illustration 2.2. SCU’s Academic Quarter. Illustration 2.3. SCU’s Living Quarter. 
 
The underused academic quarter and the over-crowded living quarter showed that 
the land-use planning logic, from the very beginning, was dictated by the education ideal 
that SCU would be defined by its academic functions, rather than the practical 
infrastructural concerns that allowed the university to operate properly. The separation of 
the academic and living quarters by the middle ring road was geographical as much as it 
was symbolic. Every morning, students walked or cycled across the road that separated 
the messy everyday life in the dormitories from the academic buildings that symbolized 
the pinnacle of rationality, knowledge, and authority. The walk from the dormitory to the 
classroom buildings took about fifteen to twenty minutes. Many students often chose to 
stay in the academic quarter during the inter-class breaks until the evening. They 
considered it a better use of time to study and to read in empty classrooms rather than 
taking multiple long walks to and from the living quarter. But after faculty and university 
staff went home for the night, the living quarter again became the center of action. The 
narrow roads again became crowded with students taking after-dinner strolls and 
unlicensed hawkers selling snacks along the main street until 2am. The crowd and the 
noise gave the living quarter a lively, disorderly, and even slightly dangerous ambiance. 
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It was an area defined by lived experience, rather than space and activity control enforced 
by bureaucratic authority.  
In sum, the academic quarter symbolized formality, authority, solemnity, and the 
workday, while the living quarter represented informality, chaos, and the night. Their 
structural differences and separations were maintained and reproduced not only by 
institutional regulations but also by habits and practices of everyday life and by the 
physical structure and layout of the buildings and grounds. As much as students’ college 
experiences were shaped by their informal activities in the living quarter, happenings in 
the academic quarter ultimately defined the image and essence of the university as it 
presented itself and its students publicly to the outside world and internally to itself. 
Spatial arrangement on campus and students’ everyday life helped construct and 
reproduce the idea that academic pursuits and classroom activities always took 
precedence over extra-curricular pursuits. Ordinary life is completely separate, private, 
chaotic, inferior, but intimate and exciting. The university is officially bureaucratic, but 
the counter-experience inside is unstated, yet equally potent.  
 
Disappointments in the Academic Paradise 
When Guangzhou City was still constructing and celebrating its HEMC, problems 
with University City model began to emerge. The “Oriental University City” in Hebei, 
once the pride of the district and provincial government, quickly degenerated into a 
financial burden. In 2005, merely five years since its official operation, the public-private 
joint venture responsible for the University City project development was running a 
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deficit of 2.4 billion yuan (about 400 million USD).56 Banks stopped granting loans for 
university-affiliated construction projects. Many contractors and construction workers, 
who had stopped getting paid in 2000, lingered in the University City to demand debt 
repayment, sometimes through intimation and vandalizing activities.57 Some universities 
had to move out of the University City campus. Half of the Oriental University City is 
now a golf course cater to the new rich in the region.  
The situation of Guangzhou’s HEMC did not seem to be as desperate so far, but 
various problems began to surface less than a decade since its official opening in 2004. 
Students and journalists began to call HEMC “a lonely island” (孤岛). Inherent in the 
description of “loneliness” was a negative evaluation of isolation, barrenness, and 
entrapment. Strategically picking a rather isolated suburban island, the government hoped 
to provide students and faculty with an undisturbed and self-sustaining environment to 
enable complete devotion to and immersion in research activities and academic studies. 
Instead, the isolated setting disconnected students from meaningful social interactions 
with other off-campus communities, which led eventually to student discontent. 
In 2012, Nandao Daily, the leading newspaper in Guangzhou City, published an 
article entitled “there is an invisible wall on the wall-less university campus” (没有围墙
的大学城有堵“隐形墙”).58 The report examines the various institutional boundaries 
                                                        
56 “大学城: 教育的烂尾楼.” 
57 陈新焱 (2010). 
58雷雨,毕嘉琪. (2012). “没有围墙的大学城有堵’隐形墙.’” In Nandao Daily Newspaper, Guangzhou, 
China. August 21, 2012. Accessed on February 6, 2014 at http://epaper.nfdaily.cn/html/2012-
08/21/content_7117378.htm. 
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that separated the ten universities on the HEMC Island in spite of the official slogan of 
building a “campus with no wall.” While the city planners’ initial ideal was to encourage 
resource and expertise sharing on the island, logistical obstacles and institutional rivalry 
made true collaboration extremely difficult. Because of various licensing issues and the 
incompatibility of computer systems, most electronic college identification cards that 
could supposedly be used in all canteens and transportation networks on the HEMC 
Island ended up working exclusively only within the card-holder’s affiliated university. 
Researchers and students had no access to libraries at the universities next door. It was 
not until 2013 that universities agreed on beta-testing an inter-library loaning system.59 
The failure of open enrollment classes illustrated some major difficulties in 
breaking down institutional boundaries on the HEMC Island. In 2007, the ten HEMC 
universities offered a total of seventy-seven general education courses that allowed open 
enrollment for all students regardless of institutional affiliation. In the end, sixty-nine 
were cancelled due to low enrollment. Not a lot of students were interested in these cross-
institutional seminars because many found it difficult to fit extra courses into their rigidly 
packed academic schedules. There was no inter-campus course catalog to facilitate 
students’ registration process. In most situations, students had to pay an extra 300-500 
yuan (about 50- 90 USD) for each of these “off-campus” courses. Moreover, there were 
widespread speculations that these open enrollment courses were compromised in quality 
anyway. Universities would keep the best lecturers for their own students that they could 
                                                        
59 Nanfang Daily Newspaper (2013). “广州大学城十校图书馆可互借图书.” October 11, 2013. Accessed 
on February 5, 2014 at http://www.chinanews.com/edu/2013/10-11/5363357.shtml. 
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only afford to let junior faculty run these courses. Many students also considered it too 
much of a time and financial commitment to regularly commute to different campuses for 
classes.  
Transportation was also a major issue on the HEMC Island. The large piece of 
land allocated to HEMC was intended to allow room for institutional expansion. 
However, it resulted in campuses and facilities being located too far apart for effective 
resource sharing and inter-university visits. There were no inter-institutional shuttle 
services. Students had to pay for public buses, which were often irregular, unreliable, and 
over-crowded, if they were to go to the subway station or other campuses. Many students 
preferred to walk or bike in order to save money. It could take ten minutes to an hour to 
walk depending on which campus students were heading.  
Inconvenient transportation also discouraged students from exploring beyond the 
island. Even though the HEMC Island was merely fifteen kilometers from the urban 
center of Guangzhou, it took more than an hour to get into the city. Subways and buses 
were not reliable and frequent enough to satisfy the demand for transportation, especially 
during weekends and school holidays. The hour-long commute was usually over-
crowded, exhausting, time-consuming, and was considered expensive by most students.60 
As a result, many students refrained from stepping off the island. The commute deterred 
most students from committing to regular volunteering and internship opportunities that 
                                                        
60 Buses cost 1-2 yuan (about 0.25 USD) each way, and amount to about one-fifth of how much a lunch 
cost on campus. While this amount was affordable by most students, some of them found the expense to be 
unnecessary since the distance was walkable. A subway trip out of the island cost at least 4 yuan (0.75 
USD).  
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required weekly commute into the city. Many students preferred to spend their weekends 
and after-class hours in their dormitories watching television dramas or playing video 
games online. In my survey study, students reported spending 9.48 hours a week off-
campus on average. 49.1% reported less than 4 hours off-campus a week. 12% - most of 
whom freshmen – indicated that they never left campus when classes were in session.  
Most detrimental to students’ on-campus experience was the general absence of 
faculty on the island. Facilities for residential and commercial functions were very 
limited. Most businesses catered to students, and the area lacked educational, medical, 
and other supporting infrastructure for families. The island was therefore not attractive 
for faculty residence. Most teaching staff resided in the city proper and commuted to the 
island for classes. They scheduled their on-campus time around staff shuttle services to 
commute back to the city immediately after lectures. As a result, students hardly saw 
their professors outside of the classrooms. Many students told me that they were 
disappointed about the intellectual environment on the island. Trapped inside the 
university campus, many students felt too isolated from the external world for a well-
rounded education. An article quoted a student’s comment that “University Cities” should 
be renamed “University Student Cities,”61 while another commentator used 
“concentration camp for college students” to characterize the actual operation of HEMC 
(Yue 2011).   
                                                        
61王羽佳,郑晋鸣.“中国大学城现状考察” in Sunshine News Magazine, Issue 80. Accessed on 
November 3, 2014 at http://www.cnsunlight.net/template/news_page.asp?id=1653. 
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The evaluation of HEMC as a “lonely island” and a “concentration camp” echoes 
Michel Foucault’s analysis of disciplinary technology, precisely through such apparatuses 
as modern prisons and exams (1995 [1977]). Geographical isolation of the HEMC Island 
and rigid academic requirements created an ethnographic setting that mimicked the 
operation of a “total institution” (Goffman 1961) that facilitated institutional attempts to 
control and reorganize the flows of knowledge as a disciplinary measure (see, also, 
Mitchell 2001 [1988]). Geographical isolation also prevented the spread of student 
politics into the society at large, a tactic that was consistent with those historically 
employed by both the Nationalist and Communist governments in their suppression of 
student-initiated movements after 1919, 1966, and 1989 (Lanza 2010).  
However, a disciplinary model alone was inadequate to explain the social 
dynamics on HEMC. A university, after all, was not a “total institution” in an absolute 
sense. Institutional regulations and students’ self-discipline were insufficient to force 
students to attend class or to stay on the island. In fact, the HEMC experiment was a good 
example that shows the difficulties of totalizing control. The ambition to build an 
academic wonderland was artificial and unrealistic. Not enough planning had gone into 
developing supporting infrastructure, such as public transportation and faculty housing, to 
sustain the university’s academic functions. In spite of the land-use planners’ best efforts, 
universities could never be total institutions in practice.  
 
Challenges and Changes in HEMC Land-use 
The world over, a new definition of the university must be 
found. China is heavily handicapped in this essential task 
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by its political dogmas, and, even more, by cumbersome 
personality of its Supreme Leader, who has very precise 
and definite ideas about universities and a reckoning to 
settle with university people.  
- Simon Leys (1977:157) 
 
The vision of building an academic paradise has become even more problematic 
due to the rapid socio-economic reforms in China over the last two decades. In 2012 and 
2013, HEMC again became a popular topic of conversation among citizens and local 
newspapers in Guangzhou. This time, the dream of re-branding Guangzhou as a premier 
center for research and education was not the focus of popular discussion. Instead, people 
talked about real estate and the business potential on the HEMC Island. In 2002, the 
government compensated resettled Xiaoguwei Islanders with 400-850 yuan (65-140 
USD) per square meter of property demolished.62 In 2009, the government auctioned two 
pieces of land on the Island to residential developers for 9,503 yuan (1,570 USD) per 
square meter.63 In 2013, property price on the HEMC Island cost 28,000 yuan (4,623 
USD) per square meter. The cheapest apartment on the HEMC Island cost about 
4,500,000 yuan (743,000 USD).64 In other words, over the last ten years, property value 
on the Xiaoguwei Island multiplied over 50 times.  
A major reason behind the explosion of property price was land scarcity. Less 
than 2% of land on the HEMC Island was assigned to residential use, and universities did 
not build dormitories to house their faculty and staff. The government hoped that modern 
                                                        
62梁海香 (2013). “从落寞孤岛到豪宅新贵 大学城板块的跨越路.” Sina Web. January 14, 2013. 
Accessed on February 8, 2014 at http://gz.house.sina.com.cn/news/2013-01-14/20001727510.shtml. 
63刘力图 (2013)  “广州大学城沦为“富人岛”之忧.” In China Times. Accessed on February 5, 2014 at 
http://www.chinatimes.cc/huaxia/pages/128831/moreInfo.htm.  
64梁海香 (2013). 
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residential buildings could encourage more university faculty to reside on the Island.65 As 
land developers started building luxury apartments on the island, however, property 
prices sky-rocketed beyond what an average college professor could afford. The 
apartments were quickly swept up by speculative property investors, and rented out to 
rich families who were willing to pay exorbitant rent for a peaceful, modern residence on 
a highly “cultured” island. These residents undermined the government’s initial plan to 
discourage “outsiders” with no university affiliation from residing on the Island, and 
aggravated the problems of traffic congestion in and out of HEMC. In 2013, the China 
Times called the HEMC Island the “rich men’s island” in Guangzhou.66 Citizens in 
Guangzhou initially welcomed the government’s proposal to set aside land for 
educational purposes. Less than a decade after the opening of HEMC, however, there 
were rising rumors that the government was just speculating in real estate to make money 
in the name of education. Developers, not students and teaching staff, ended up being the 
major beneficiaries of the HEMC project.  
Besides real-estate developers, private entrepreneurs also reaped huge profits 
from HEMC. The government set aside less than 3% of land for commercial development 
on the island. The idea was to let private businesses supply everyday sustenance for the 
student population. The scarcity of commercial land and the large student population on 
the island together provided developers with good money making opportunities. There 
                                                        
65 In 2013, the government announced that the proportion of residential land-use on the island will be 
capped at 2%. At the time of writing in 2014, popular speculation was that property price on the Island had 
already peaked and would eventually come down.  
66刘力图 (2013). 
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were two modern shopping complexes on the island, one of which was situated right next 
to the SCU’s living quarter. Initial inhabitants on the island who had refused to move 
away in early 2000s also took advantage of the business opportunities. Many villagers 
abandoned their farmlands and started small restaurants and snack carts. Those who had 
more capital goods operated illegal motorbike taxi services to take students around the 
island, or remodeled rooms in their apartments for student rental.67 When compared with 
other villagers who - were forced to - accept the government’s compensation package in 
2002, the villagers who stayed behind ended up making a much better living thanks to the 
business opportunities brought along by the student population.  
The prosperity of real-estate and commercial activities indicated that, despite 
official ideology, the HEMC Island had never been solely defined by a single academic 
function. The government’s land-use regulations had not effectively deterred market 
speculation and urbanization from operating on the island. As much as the government 
said it wanted to control the population make-up of the island, luxury apartments and 
business opportunities never ceased to draw “outsiders” onto the supposedly isolated 
campuses. There were always other social forces that competed against the official 
socialist ideals and institutional regulations. These changes were not intentional, but they 
were equally transformative in reshaping students’ everyday experiences living on the 
HEMC island.  
                                                        
67 Motorbike taxi businesses were illegal. Many drivers drove around with no protective helmets for 
themselves and their customers. The city government tried to shut them down in 2010. These efforts were 
largely unsuccessful because even the government recognized that motorbikes were one of the cheapest and 
most essential transportation at HEMC. Demands would remain high until there were better substitutes.  
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These competing voices grew even stronger under the increasing appeal of 
Western modernity. In 2012, the first McDonald’s at HEMC opened right next to SCU’s 
living quarter.68 The new fast food outlet stirred quite some excitement among SCU 
students. It quickly became the trendiest place to meet and to go on dates. A meal at 
McDonald’s cost about five times as much as a meal at the school canteen, but the 
establishment was always crowded during lunch and dinner times. Students did not mind 
spending an hour lining up for a value meal, especially during the establishment’s 
opening days. Hundreds of students responded to the McDonald’s recruitment notice for 
employment. A freshman told me that he wanted a part-time job at the McDonald’s 
badly, because he envisioned that the job would give him the opportunity to practice 
spoken English.69 He told me: “it would be so cool to work in a McDonald’s.”  
The “invasion” of McDonald’s and students’ positive response to such showed 
that it has become increasingly difficult to force pure academic devotion into students’ 
everyday life even on an isolated island. It also undermined institutional control over 
students’ mobility and use of time. Part-time employment opportunities inevitably took 
time away from students’ academic pursuit, and the university had no way to learn about 
these activities if they took place outside of institutional jurisdiction. My student 
informant considered a part-time job not as a distraction from his academic work, but an 
opportunity to develop his oral English, communication skills, and social exposures. His 
ambition revealed a rising recognition that a modern education had to go beyond the 
                                                        
68 McDonald’s is a symbol of modernity, capitalism, and globalization in China. For a detailed analysis of 
the socio-cultural implications of McDonald’s, see James Watson (ed.) Golden Arches East (1997).  
69 In actuality, there were not that many English-speaking customers in HEMC’s McDonald’s. 
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classroom. As the academic nature of the university became diluted under socio-
economic changes, a formal education that hinged on practical utility to the 
socioeconomic polity, specialized training for technical skills, and classroom-bounded 
instructions no longer completely dominated the imagination about the ideal university 
experience.  
 
Student Organizations and the Negotiations for Space 
 The growing popularity of student organizations since the 1990s should be 
understood against these rising demands for a more comprehensive tertiary education that 
many Chinese universities were unable to offer. University Cities constructed as late as 
the early 2000s – such as Guangzhou’s HEMC – were designed primarily according to 
the increasingly outdated fancies of politicians and businessmen, whose primary interest 
was to make education useful to the socialist polity and economy. Backed by the support 
of institutional regulations, these powerful stakeholders were able to force their visions 
on students who had to navigate on-campus space on a daily basis. Architecture and land-
use zoning on the HEMC Island embodied and reproduced certain socialist ideals about 
higher education: that a meaningful university education should be academically-
oriented, that isolation from secular activities would improve intellectual productivity, 
and that the common experience of being “trapped” together would engender a strong 
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sense of “community.” These spatial arrangements were instrumental in cultivating a 
particular imagination about a responsible student.70  
 However, as I have shown in this chapter, internal contradictions and external 
influences had made totalizing social engineering untenable. The emergence of student 
organizations was both a reaction to these disjunctions of everyday life and a mechanism 
that empowered students to negotiate for space and power. On-campus associational life 
was part and parcel of students’ evolving everyday practices that challenged both the 
university’s structural constraints and its disciplinary techniques. Their rising popularity 
was the most apparent in the 1990s when the ideals of the “academic university” came 
under attack as the very notion of “modernity” transformed and multiplied.71 Gradually 
but surely, student organizations pushed the boundaries of SCU’s academic orientation. 
This extra-curricular space was the arena where students contested with the university 
authority for power to define their own education. It became the site where conflicting 
understandings of “modernity” and “student” came to be negotiated.  
 
Xuehui and Shetuan: Academic and Social Organizations 
 A telling example of these tensions and contestations was the very term that my 
informants used to refer to these extra-curricular associations. Early student organizations 
                                                        
70 Abundant literature examines the connections between spatial arrangement, everyday life, and 
subjectivity. A well-known example is the work of Henri Lefebvre, who dedicated his career to studying 
how architecture and spatial configuration transform everyday practices and reproduce the spirits of 
capitalism.  
71 This was not an issue specific to the Chinese context. In the late 20th Century, scholars studying the 
European and American universities also raise concerns over the “identity crisis” of “modern universities.” 
Examples of such include Bill Reading’s The University in Ruins (1997) and Gerard Delanty’s various 
works on universities and modernity.  
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in the 1920s were called “xuehui” (学会), literally “academic associations.” “Xuehui” 
was an appropriate designation for most of the 20th century because many student groups 
then were indeed extensions of academic experiences on-campus. The “poets’ society” 
drew mostly students majoring in languages and literature, while the “engineering 
society” primarily attracted students in the engineering school. There was very little 
separation between formal classes and extra-curricular activities. Discussion and reading 
groups about politics and current affairs, which enjoyed a wider interdisciplinary appeal, 
were often known as “academic salons” (学术沙龙) and “book clubs” (读书会). The 
name adopted by these groups immediately evoked the connotation with “academic” and 
“studying,” and hence qualified themselves as essentially students’ organizations.  
In a historical documentation about the development of student organizations, 
Guo Yaping writes that most student organizations before 1980s were either academic or 
political in nature. Besides academic associations, political activism such as the 
Communist Youth League, groups in support of the Nationalist Party, and political 
mobilization against the Japanese were also popular among university students (Guo 
2004). In the 1940s and 1950s, these academic activities “were considered the second 
class period, a necessary compliment to the first class period (lectured by professors)” for 
students in the social sciences.72 They were very different from the current student 
organizations where young people got together to pursue common interests and their 
creative individuality. Even today when student organizations have been gradually 
                                                        
72 Quoted in 广州青运史资料与研究 pp.1-10. Cited from Guo 2004:13.  
  
59 
disengaged from an essential academic orientation, many student groups still retained the 
designations as “xuehui” or “academic associations.” On SCU campus, there were many 
examples such as the “literary xuehui,” “law xuehui,” “accounting xuehui,” “business 
xuehui,” and “renewable energy xuehui.” These organizations were open to all students 
regardless of academic major, but they still tended to be dominated by participants with 
certain academic interests. 
While the term “xuehui” still existed in organizational designation, it was not the 
generic term for “associational life.” Nowadays, “student organizations” were popularly 
referred to as “shetuan” (社团) - short for “shehui tuanti” (社会团体) - which directly 
translated into “social organizations.” “Shetuan,” with its obvious departure from an 
academic orientation, challenged the institutional impulse to keep university education 
classroom-bounded and isolated from the external world. Organizational participants 
aimed to transcend the academic boundaries set forth by the university institution and to 
imitate “real” institutions in the “real” world. For example, a student informed me about a 
popular impression that “student organizations in North China aspire to operate like a 
governmental office, student organizations in South China aspire to operate like foreign 
enterprises.” Resemblance to institutions in the “adult’s world” was an indication of a 
successful student organization.  
In my ethnographic observations, I found that most student organizations were 
structured like a commercial enterprise with internal divisions such as the “human 
resources division,” “publicity division,” “marketing division,” “public relations 
division,” and “internal affairs division.” A few organizations even replaced the title of 
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“chairperson” with terms like “CEO” (“chief executive officer”) and “CFO” (“chief 
financial officer”). Both terms stood out not only because they sounded out-of-place in an 
academic campus context, but also because they were some of the rare English phases 
that were used on-campus. In most orientation meetings that I went to, student leaders 
highlighted their goals of “capacity expansion,” “effective leadership,” “talent retention,” 
and “sustainable development.” These all struck me as terms borrowed from the 
commercial world. The desire to emulate the operation of the “outside world” and to 
acquire skills to survive in it were major motivations of on-campus organizational 
participation, even though in actuality the groups did not have many of the essential 
characteristics of corporate institutions. Nonetheless, at least symbolically, student 
organizations aimed to bring “outside” influences onto the HEMC Island, and hence 
undermined the initial design of the HEMC to insulate young people from external social 
influences.  
 University administrators at SCU had tried to dilute these external influences by 
reintroducing the sociological designation of “student” into the vocabulary for 
associational activities. They asked students to refrain from employing the word 
“shetuan,” but to say “student organization” (学生团体) in its stead. The official 
rationale was that “shetuan” might evoke connotations with civil and uncivil groups in 
the society - anything ranging from community-organized volunteering groups to street 
gangs - which the Communist authority was extremely anxious to stifle. In spite of a few 
years effort to purge the term “shetuan” from publications and promotional materials, the 
designation stuck. “Student organization” with four syllables to pronounce did not sound 
  
61 
as crisp as “shetuan” did. Also, “shetuan” was so widely used across Chinese university 
campuses that the term would simply not die out as long as most other universities in the 
country were not as sensitive as SCU administrators were. Even students who advised me 
against the term “shetuan” used it interchangeably with “student organizations” 
themselves if they were not paying enough attention in self-censoring.  
 University administrators’ effort to re-introduce the sociological designation of 
“student” to qualify students’ associations, again, revealed institutional desire to keep 
student activities within the walls and under the bureaucratic authority of the university. 
Their skepticism about extra-curricular activities came in part from the historical lessons 
of some important student movements that disrupted the history of modern China in the 
20th Century. Most notable of all were the May-Forth Movement, the early years of the 
Cultural Revolution, and the 1989 Democratic Movement. Fabio Lanza argued that all of 
these movements began when students took their on-campus political activities onto the 
streets. By so doing, activists transcended their academic responsibilities as “students” 
and assumed (at least temporarily) the identity of “citizens” who had entirely different 
sets of rights and obligations (Lanza 2010). Even though HEMC had erected a 
geographical barrier to prevent this kind of activism, associational participation 
nonetheless facilitated students’ reconnection to the social world beyond campus. They 
provided one of the most viable ways to not only challenge the boundaries set forth by 
university institutions, but also means to redefine what it meant to be a “student” through 
collective actions and everyday practices.  
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The growing influence of organizational activities since the 1990s had already 
been mapped onto the space-use zoning on SCU campus. Nowadays the grandiose 
academic buildings were no longer exclusively used for formal lectures. They also 
housed extra-curricular activities as well in the evenings and the weekends. When 
classrooms were not in use by professors, they became occupied by student groups for 
meetings, movie showings, and other organizational events. As associational life began to 
rival academic study as an increasingly significant and legitimate component of the 
university experience, some students over-burdened themselves with too many non-
academic responsibilities. A common excuse for students’ falling asleep in class was 
their extra-curricular work at night. Some students confessed to me that they occasionally 
had to bring organizational work to class if they had important events coming up. 
Symbolically and also in practice, student organizations had transformed everyday land-
use and functions of structured space on-campus in an immediate sense, and pushed the 
boundaries of what a university education should constitute, creating an alternative 
pathway to gain respect on the college campus. In so doing, they posed pressure on the 
institution to adjust their zoning ideals and land-use management strategies. 
The following case shows how extra-curricular organizations helped to 
communicate students’ critiques about on-campus land-use in an effort to make 
university infrastructure more amenable. This conversation happened on the annual 
“Campus Rights Day” in March 2011. On behalf of the student population, the Student 
Union invited representatives from the school canteens, utility companies, campus 
security, and general management to spend an afternoon in booths to receive students’ 
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comments and complaints. Most of the booths were busy for the whole afternoon. 
Student after student approached to complain about overcharged utility bills or hair in 
their food. The representatives would diligently jot down contact information and 
promise to follow-up. One women who seemed to be in her junior or senior year stopped 
in front of the representative from general management – by far the quietest booth that 
afternoon. She asked, “would it be possible to have more trees planted on campus?” The 
representative politely answered that the school had tried doing that, but the soil on the 
HEMC Island was too infertile to support anything taller than small bushes. She assured 
the student that she would convey her opinions to the management company regardless. 
There were a few polite exchanges before the student walked away. 
I immediately ran after the student, because I was curious to know why she 
stopped by to talk about trees while almost all other complaints were about something 
much more personal. The student told me as a matter-of-factly: “because of the sun.” 
Seeing that I was still clueless, she went on to explain that the walk from the living 
quarter to the academic quarter was too long. If there were more shade along the path, 
students would not have to carry umbrellas all the time for fear of getting tanned from too 
much sunlight. I then realized that her comment about trees was actually a critique about 
the structural setting that subjected students to commuting between the academic and the 
living quarters every day. The distance had created much inconvenience in students’ 
daily schedule. In this case, the Student Union had opened up a channel for students to 
participate in the discussion about land-use planning. The complaint about trees was 
minor and probably ineffectual, but the possibility of complaining at least showed 
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students that they, too, might have a say in conversations that once were completely 
monopolized by the government and the university authority.73 While the university 
administration remained ambivalent about extra-curricular activities, they could do little 
to reverse the growing trend of voluntary organizational activities. 74  
 
“Student Activity Centers” and the Rise of “Students’ Space” In SCU 
I close this chapter on land-use and space management with a discussion of 
“students’ space” at SCU as an example of how new demands and conceptions about 
space arose and manifested themselves in actual zoning changes on campus. I show how 
SCU’s old and new student activity centers reflected and caused significant shifts in on-
campus power dynamics in the understanding of extra-curricular activities and social 
imaginaries about China’s modern universities.  
 
The Old Student Activity Center 
 SCU’s old “student activity center” was situated close to the middle ring road, in 
between the academic quarter and the living quarter. The building was only a decade old 
like the rest of the facilities on HEMC, but it was obviously not as well maintained as the 
academic buildings were. I found this “student activity center” nothing like the 
                                                        
73 This was consistent with Fabio Lanza’s historical account when he wrote that before 1919 “most of the 
student debates about life (生活) at Beijing university shift seamlessly from the broad institutional 
framework (curricula, administration) to the “personal” and “lived” (pedagogy, housing, clothes) 
(2010:30). These negotiations of boundaries in everyday life, he argues, transformed students’ sense of 
political subjectivity and paved the way for the outbreaks of various student-led political movements in 20th 
Century China.  
74 Besides the Campus Rights Day, the Student Union had also file complaints to an on-campus shopping 
mall about noise and disturbances. I will give more details about that contestation in chapter eight. 
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counterparts that I was used to in America. “Student activity center” at SCU felt like a 
misnomer, as the building housed more administrative offices than students’ space. The 
first floor of the complex housed a bank, a hair salon, and a (now relocated and 
abandoned) convenience store. Up one flight of stairs were office suites of school 
administrators and counselors. The doors to the offices were shut most of the time. On 
the third floor, one would find storage rooms and small offices of the university chorus, 
orchestra, dance team, and other groups that represented the school in science and 
performing competitions. However, the storage rooms were shared, cramped, and 
minimally visited. With the corridors much more frequented by university staff than 
undergraduates, the “student activity center” felt no different from any other regular 
administrative building. 
The “student activity center” was named as such because it was designed to make 
students’ life easier. The idea was to put school administrators in charge of supervising 
campus life and extra-curricular activities in one building to make it convenient for 
student organizers to get their activity applications signed off and equipment checked out. 
It was, however, probably not in the initial agenda that students needed – and deserved to 
have – space for their own activities and socializing. Clearly, educators and land-use 
planners did not consider student activities to be an autonomous realm for voluntary and 
unsupervised associations. Many lecturers, university administrators, and students I 
talked to told me that organizational activities ought to be supervised and coordinated in 
order to make sure that activities were educationally-relevant. In my survey research with 
1,499 freshmen and juniors, 76.2% of the respondents “strongly agreed” or “agreed” with 
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the statement “teachers and school administrators should be more involved in giving 
advice and guidance to student organizations.” From this perspective, the current 
situation in which students took charge of their own organizational activities was actually 
an unfortunate result of the reluctance of professors and administrators to get involved, 
rather than an intended consequence to facilitate participants’ personal growth by giving 
them the opportunities to lead and to coordinate.75 
My observations showed that student’s spaces was important for the development 
of organizations. Among the organizations that I had sampled, the privileged groups that 
were given office space or designated meeting rooms – such as the Student Union, the 
Association for Student Organizations (ASO), and the university chorus - were some of 
the most active and tightly bounded organizations. The office space – however limited in 
size and quantity – rendered associational meetings more organized as opposed to 
gatherings held around dirty tables in the noisy school canteen. Participants were more 
likely to linger around before and after associational meetings. The availability of space 
encouraged students to spend longer hours with fellow participants, as they could rest and 
take naps during extended and sometimes overnight event preparation. Some students 
would even study and do homework in organizational offices between classes. The 
physical space to meet hence played an important role in facilitating the cultivation of 
friendship and social ties. The differential effect that office space had on organizational 
development was very noticeable.   
                                                        
75 The analogy is with the unintended, but equally transformative, rise in housing process and subsequent 
influx of real estate developers onto the island. The role of unintended consequences is a continuous thread 
in my analysis.  
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Besides these few privileged groups that had closer ties with the school 
administrations, other student organizations enjoyed no office space – in fact, no activity 
space at all – in the student activity center. Once I visited the building for a meeting with 
student representatives. I showed up fifteen minutes early and no one was there to open 
the door to the room. I looked down the greyish-white corridor with two lines of shut 
doors. The color and the silence reminded me more of a hospital than a student activity 
center. I was sweating from the heat, but could not find any indoor space to wait in. The 
only open door led into the student affairs office. I followed the outpouring fluorescence 
light into the office, where I found a spacious, brightly-lit, comfortably-furnished, and 
deadly quiet room with only a few administrators and student helpers who were working 
away on their computers. I knocked on the door and asked whether I could wait in the air-
conditioned office for fifteen minutes. The student helper at the reception desk seemed to 
be shocked. He looked at me oddly for a few seconds, before coldly replying that the 
office was not for lounging around.  
Other than the few organizational offices, the only “students’ space” available in 
the building was the event hall and the conference room. Student organizations, as well as 
academic departments and other university offices, could request the use of the small 
event hall for hosting variety shows and performance events if they had applications 
approved in advance. However, events planned on weekdays were not likely to be 
approved because the noise and the flow of people might disrupt the normal operation of 
administrative offices situated in the student activity center. The event hall ended up 
being more frequently used by school administrators to host officially-sponsored events.  
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The conference room, similarly, was only nominally available for student rental. 
Very few student organizations ever actually requested the use of this space. The room 
was set up for formal conferences. An elaborately decorated twenty-foot-long conference 
table took up most of the room. It hardly accommodated thirty large chairs, and the bulky 
furniture made moving around the room very inconvenient. The set-up was by no means 
designed to facilitate brainstorming and exchange of ideas. The table immediately forced 
participants into a status hierarchy, as it was well understood that the most important 
personnel would assume the central seats. The formality and hierarchy imposed by the 
spatial set-up was not compatible with the friendliness and egalitarianism that tended to 
be associated with informal student culture and extra-curricular activities. Besides formal 
panel interviews, student organizations did not normally need such a formal set-up for 
hosting meetings and events. The conference room ended up being more frequently used 
by school administrators and CCP agents to discuss “student affairs” (学生工作), which 
means the supervision and management of students’ extra-curricular life and their proper 
development in moral values and political ideology.  
 
The New Student Activity Center 
When I began my fieldwork in September 2011, SCU has just opened its new 
student activity center. The new student activity center was built in the living quarter 
right above the school canteen. As opposed to the old activity center, the new space was 
much more well-lit and brightly-colored. The walls were painted in soft yellow and 
white, and were decorated by colorful artwork, photos, and display boards. It featured a 
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big open lounge furnished with wooden tables and cushioned chairs of red and white. All 
chairs could be moved around as long as they stayed in the lounge. Walking past the 
lounge one would find a couple of small conference rooms, each furnished with a table, 
chairs, and a dry-erase board. At the end of the corridor one would also find a medium-
sized activity hall with multi-media equipment and a lowly elevated stage area for 
performances. All of these rooms were partitioned by full-height glass panels. The other 
wing of the student activity centers housed studios and storage rooms for the university 
chorus, orchestra, and other performing teams. There was also a spacious office for a few 
student organizations, and two more traditionally designed and formally set-up 
conference rooms. New, comfortable, and modern, the new student activity center 
quickly became one of the most popular places for gatherings, project discussions, and 
event planning. The lounge was crowded all the time, either with students who arranged 
to meet up there for organizational affairs, or those came to study during their inter-class 
and evening hours.  
Other than the set-up and the ambiance of the space, another stark difference from 
the old student activity center was the absence of university staff. The new student center 
was more apparently designed for student use. School administrators seldom set foot in 
the crowded and unruly living quarters, including the new student center situated therein. 
The student center opened until 11pm every day. While the use of partitioned rooms still 
required applications in advance, the lounge area was open to all students with no 
reservation requirements. A reception desk manned by student helpers was there to help 
visiting students to navigate the space. There was no administrative office occupied by 
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university employees. Instead, the student activity center was run by the Association for 
Student Organizations (ASO) and other appointed student officers, who managed the 
students’ space on behalf of the university administration.76 Requests for conference 
room rental in the student center were first processed by these student helpers before 
being passed onto supervising administrators for their perfunctory signatures.  
  
Illustration 2.4. SCU’s Old Student Activity 
Center (2004). 
Illustration 2.5. SCU’s New Student Activity 
Center (2011). 
 
The contrast between the two student activity centers showed significant shifts in 
the administration’s understanding of students’ space and extra-curricular activities. The 
location and the architectural design of the new activity center clearly showed its 
orientation as a space for students run by students. The colors of the space, the moveable 
furniture, and the design of glass partitions embodied the ideals of creativity, flexibility, 
youthful energy, and openness as the defining characteristics of the new activity center. 
Shifts in the major focal points in the “conference rooms” – from a conference table in 
                                                        
76 The ASO was a group in which much of my participant-observation took place. It was a student-run 
organization which helped Communist Party agents to supervise and monitor other student groups on 
campus. Stories about the ASO will appear throughout my dissertation, particularly in chapter five.  
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the old center to a dry-erase board in the new center – conveyed transforming notions of 
meetings, productivity, and power dynamics in student organizations. The fact that the 
university was willing to invest in constructing a designated space for student activities 
showed that it acknowledged the growing demands for and necessities of extra-curricular 
activities. It also showed that administrators were willing to experiment with granting 
more autonomy to students to run this realm of informal education.  
While the new student activity center was constructed because of associational 
demands for meeting space, it did not cater just to organizational participants. The 
general student population, too, was able to utilize and enjoy the facilities. The rise of 
student organizations, accompanied by socio-economic changes and transformations in 
the understanding of tertiary education, had forced the university institution to adjust its 
policies and strategies in managing space and students’ activities. The possibility of 
participation in the negotiation for space, while still constrained by institutional authority, 
had nonetheless led to actual changes in institutional zoning and infrastructure, and hence 
gave students better leverage to define their college experiences beyond the academic 
classroom. 
 The new activity center also generated new strategies among students to cultivate 
their power and prestige on campus. At an ASO internal meeting, Jiaqi, a student leader 
of junior standing, encouraged freshman officers to apply for work-study positions at the 
student activity center. Speaking from personal experience, Jiaqi said that being the 
manager there was a pretty sweet deal. The hourly wage was good, and there was not a 
lot of work. The job was a good opportunity to acquaint oneself with university 
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administrators. It would looked good on the resume as one could easily inflate the title of 
an activity center manger to that of an officer in the Communist Youth League. Most 
importantly, the student leader said, was that the position gave rise to opportunities to 
accumulate personal favors.  
Like most junior attendees in that meeting, I at first did not understand what Jiaqi 
meant, until he explained that the control over assigning activity space was an invaluable 
asset. Managers at the student center could entertain last-minute room-use requests for 
personal acquaintances, or turn a blind eye to gatherings that would not have been 
officially approved if the application had passed through school administrators. “Favors 
had to be repaid.” Jiaqi was wearing a meaningful smile at this point, “if you did your 
friend the favor (of getting her an activity room), she would be in debt to you. Next time 
when you need something done, you could ask that friend for help.” Another student 
leader helped to explain, “if you get to work at the student activity center, you will 
become the ‘warlord’ (土皇帝) there. All applications for activity venues have to go 
through this person, who has all the authority to say ‘yes’ or ‘no.’” 
Jiaqi’s advice showed that the changing perceptions of students’ space and extra-
curricular activities – concretely realized in the new student activity center – had opened 
up new ways for students to participate and negotiate in on-campus land-use 
contestations, and gave rise to new strategies that students could invent and deploy in 
order to earn respect and success. Gone were the times when loyalty and obedience to 
Party authority and institutional superiors were the only essential elements required for 
student activists to claim power on-campus (see Shirk 1982). Nor was status determined 
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by academic brilliance. Successful student leaders today needed not only the endorsement 
of those hierarchically above them but also the support of their peers. The skills and 
flexibility to manipulate these various vertical and horizontal relationships were more 
important than absolute subservience to the power center, and were seen as alternative 
and valid routes to success in the real world – perhaps even more than academic 
achievement.  
Jiaqi earned respect at ASO and on campus by using his privileged relationships 
with university officials to help his friends. He was able to maintain a good relationship 
with the school administrators so they would trust the management of the student activity 
center to him. At the same time, he was comfortable with manipulating officially 
endorsed authority to further his own reputation and personal networks. By sharing this 
strategy with his junior officers, Jiaqi had again reinforced his status among his ASO 
followers. He was considered successful by many of his peers because he was able to 
take advantage of and manipulate his official connections and available resources to 
cultivate his personal networks while still taking care of his assigned duties efficiently.  
In the rest of this dissertation, I will continue to explore how the emergence of the 
extra-curricular sphere reshaped moral personhood and political subjectivity. While 
student organizations were still somewhat subject to institutional surveillance, the fact 
that they did not fit comfortably into the academic realm of formality and officialdom 
gave students more freedom and leverage to bargain for power on campus. The 
construction of the new student activity center showed that changes were already 
underway. In the process of adapting to the new rules of the game in the extra-curricular 
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domain, student participants developed new strategies to excel under socio-economic 
changes and to expand the boundaries of their university education.  
 
.
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CHAPTER THREE 
CHANGING CONTOURS OF FREEDOM AND THE TYRANNY OF CHOICE  
Jiujie (纠结): literally “entangled,” which indicates an emotional state of 
confusion and chaos. A person feels jiujie when getting caught in a 
difficult situation in which she feels incapable of making decisions. 
 
Back in 2010 when the SCU administration consulted the Association for Student 
Organizations (ASO) for ideas to decorate the new student activity center, students came 
up with the decorative theme of “tangram” (七巧板), a traditional Chinese block puzzle 
comprised of seven solid-colored pieces that can be moved around to build shapes and 
diagrams. The proposal was adopted to be the theme for interior design. When the new 
student activity center opened its door in the fall of 2011, one could find tangram-related 
motifs everywhere. A plastic statue of a big tangram greeted visitors at the entrance 
(illustration 3.1). The interior of the activity center was painted in bright red, orange, and 
white, three of the classic colors that make up a tangram puzzle. Courtesy signs 
indicating directions and visitors’ rules came in the shape of puzzle pieces (illustration 
3.2). Even outside of the student activity center, the school adopted “tangram” as the 
metaphor for student organizations and extra-curricular activities in its promotional 
leaflets and outreach campaigns to announce how vibrant and exciting student life at 
SCU was.  
I thought that the decorative theme of tangram was quite appropriate for the 
student activity center. The colorful theme made the space look bright and cheerful. More 
importantly, the metaphor of tangram embodied several characteristics with which 
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members of the university community often associated student organizations. Extra-
curricular associational life, like a tangram, was imagined and portrayed as colorful, fun, 
and educational. The wide array of possible shape and color combinations symbolizes the 
variety of activities with which each student can mix-and-match to tailor her own 
university experience. A tangram puzzle, which can be constructed both two- and three-
dimensionally in hundreds of ways, encourages expressions of individuality and 
creativity within a restricted framework. It helps the child to learn the basic shapes and 
colors, acquire the skill set to build “stuff,” and to explore her intellectual passion and 
artistic potential. In theory, tangram puzzle pieces can be fit together in any and every 
way. It is all up to the child to pick which color, size, and shape is right for her, and to 
experiment with different ways to put together a pleasing construction. 
  
Illustration 3.1. Statue in the shape of tangram 
in SCU’s student activity center. 
Illustration 3.2. Orange courtesy signs 
resembling puzzle pieces. 
 
As an educational toy, however, puzzle pieces were usually given to children 
along with guidelines and instructions on how to compose proper patterns that resemble 
animals and miniature persons. Often, if their puzzles had deviated from the prescribed 
patterns, children were asked to explain the patterns that they constructed. The 
possibilities were limitless, but children quickly learned that they would only get 
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rewarded if they did it the “right” and “conventional” way. The tangram thus combines 
creativity with uniformity, though the students emphasize the former and not the latter 
aspect. 
Doing a tangram puzzle, like signing up for a student organization, is thought to 
unleash creative energy and draw participants into a realm of play where imagination can 
run wild. However clichéd it might sound, many student informants told me that they join 
student groups in order to “realize their dreams” (实现梦想) and to “realize themselves” 
(实现自我). Embodied in the tangram metaphor was the freedom to dream - “to do what 
I really want” (做自己真正想做的事). The motifs of dream and autonomy were 
indispensable to narratives about extra-curricular activities, while the motif of restriction 
remained hidden, but potent, as we shall see. This chapter examines how the extra-
curricular was imagined and constructed to be an autonomous realm for students’ pursuit 
of dreams, and how the heightened expectations set participants up for stress, confusion, 
and disappointment. It describes and explains the widespread sentiment of “jiujie” among 
organizational participants. Students were eager to explore their individual desires, but it 
was difficult to free themselves of restrictive social obligations and worries about the 
future.  
After discussing its spatial and temporal relationships with the academic and 
economic realms in the last chapter, this chapter turns to examining the characteristics 
and dynamics of the extra-curricular realm itself. What are these “student organizations” 
that came to populate the students’ space like? What do they do? In what ways do they 
empower students to claim control over their college experience? Through presenting a 
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snapshot of the organization recruitment fair and data from my survey research, I show 
how the new opportunities on the Chinese university campus were not as varied and 
glamorous as they looked. While extra-curricular activities were constructed to be a 
realm for rational choice and autonomy cultivation, students found their exercise of 
agency rather constraining and stressful. In particular, I discuss how the illusion of choice 
turned “choosing” into a burden rather than a condition for empowerment. Bringing these 
discussions under the framework of freedom and choice, this chapter discusses how 
“free” students actually were in realizing themselves and their dreams, and how the extra-
curricular realm reflected and facilitated students’ negotiation with new understandings 
of “freedom” and “responsibilities.”  
 
Colors, Shapes, and Sizes of Student Organizations  
 Students who came up with the tangram idea were members of the ASO, a 
student-run group that worked closely with Party agents and university administrators to 
monitor and promote the development of student organizations on SCU campus. The 
ASO was the nominal supervising unit of over one hundred and ten registered student 
organizations at SCU. Under a classification scheme derived from and emended by each 
generation of ASO students, these groups were loosely grouped under the six umbrella 
categories of “academic” (学术类), “science” (科技类), “sports” (体育类), “art and 
performances” (艺术类), “service and volunteering” (公益类), and “miscellaneous” (综
合类) in 2012 (see Table 3.1 below for examples of organizations in each category).  
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Yinghan, who had participated in conjuring the tangram idea the year before we 
met, told me that the theme was in part inspired by this classificatory scheme. Students 
envisioned that each category would be represented by one color of the tangram puzzle. 
“Academic” groups were represented in red and “sports” groups were in blue. This color-
coded representation reinforced the impression that extra-curricular participation ought to 
be balanced and various. Students were encouraged to pick from different categories to 
cultivate different hobbies and interests and to put together a colorful university 
experience.  
Categories Examples 
Academic Legal Studies Society, Accounting Society, Finance and Investment 
Interest Group, Progressive Students United, College Newspapers 
and Journals (Various) 
Science Astronomy Club, Google Camp, Apple Club, Computer Society 
Sports Badminton Society, Hiking Society, Jogging Club, Karate Club, 
Swim Club 
Art and 
Performances 
University Chorus, Music Appreciation Society, Chinese Painting 
Group, Jazz Club, Street Dance Club 
Service and 
Volunteering 
Environmental Protection Group, Concern for AIDS Alliance, 
Migrant Children Support Alliance, Rural Teaching Team, League 
of Young Volunteers 
Miscellaneous Campus Broadcaster, Anime Club, Rubric Cube Interest Group, 
League of Young Entrepreneurs, Public Relations Association, 
Military Culture Appreciation Group 
Table 3.1. Examples of student organizations at SCU77 
 
To showcase the variety of extra-curricular activities on campus and to assist 
students in picking their groups, the ASO hosted a campus-wide organizational 
recruitment fair every September. They called the event the “Battle of a Hundred 
                                                        
77 The number of student organizations changed every year, and so was the way in which groups were 
categorized. As it is apparent in the table, some classifications were rather arbitrary. For example, 
according to the classificatory scheme of 2011-2012, Sales and Advertising Society was an academic group, 
while Public Relations Association was put under miscellaneous even though the two groups shared many 
overlaps in their missions and events.  
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Organizations” (the “Battle,” 百团大战). It was a “battle” because student groups were 
supposed to compete for new recruits by dazzling freshmen with the excitement and 
possibilities of associational activities. Upperclassmen strategized about efficient and 
innovative ways to draw new recruits, while freshmen discussed among themselves 
which organizations to join and not to join. Organizational posters competed with 
advertising posters for tutoring service and study abroad agencies for the limited space on 
notice boards outside of canteens and dormitories. Online discussion forums and social 
media pages became flooded by welcoming messages posted by different student groups. 
At around lunch and dinner times, one could expect to see organization members 
peppered in front of the canteens waiting to approach students with promotional leaflets, 
or to drag passers-by to canopied booths with photo and information displays.  
Some larger organizations, such as the student union, held information sessions in 
the evenings to introduce their operations to interested freshmen. To the annoyance of 
dormitory counselors and facility staff, students would sneak into freshman dormitory 
buildings at night to knock on each door. They greeted the residents – usually in pajamas 
by then – with bright smiles and a quick description of their organizations, before stuffing 
an information leaflet into their hands. Some upperclassmen also mobilized their personal 
relationships with freshmen for organizational recruitment. Peer counselors advised their 
mentees on which groups to check out, and upperclassmen shared their associational 
experiences with incoming freshmen who came from the same hometown or former high 
school. Many freshmen, understandably overwhelmed as they adapted to the new 
environment, often appreciated such advice as an insider’s guide to campus life.  
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The Battle would take place in late September, two weeks after classes began. 
The idea was to give freshmen a chance to get used to their academic routine and to find 
out more about associational life before they picked which group or groups to join. All 
officially registered on-campus organizations – numbering to more than one hundred and 
ten - were invited to set up booths and stations to showcase their activities. The Battle ran 
from 10am to 5pm on a consecutive Saturday and Sunday. The organizers could not 
condense it into one day because there were too many groups to host even though they 
took over the entire common ground at the center of the dormitory area. Saturday was the 
recruitment day for groups under the categories of “service and volunteering,” “art and 
performances,” and “miscellaneous,” and Sunday was reserved for groups in the 
“academic,” “science,” and “sports” categories. More powerful organizations, such as the 
Student Union and the ASO itself, participated in both days of the event.  
The ASO took the event very seriously. Members voluntarily cut short their 
summer break and came back to campus weeks before classes officially started to begin 
planning. They toiled through hours of meetings and workshops to plan the logistics of 
the battle, to coordinate with school administrators and different student groups, and to 
get all essential resources and artwork ready for the weekend. Students prepared multiple 
back-up plans to obviate mistakes.  
Their hard work paid off. The “Battle of a Hundred Organizations” was a fun fair 
for all. Not only did the occasion provide an opportunity for freshmen to shop among 
different student groups, it also allowed participating freshmen and upperclassmen to 
mingle with friends and to enjoy a colorful afternoon of fun and excitement. Student 
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organizers gave out road maps to help freshmen to find their ways to the groups in which 
they were interested. Participants were also given small cards on which they could collect 
check-in stamps from different booths. Performances by dance and music groups ran the 
entire afternoon on the elaborately adorned wooden stage that student organizers 
constructed. Off-stage were dozens of colorfully decorated booths set-up by each 
organization. To win the battle for new recruits, student groups used different creative 
gimmicks to draw audience. They decorated their booths with colorful pictures and poster 
boards. Student officers uniformed in organizational t-shirts were stationed at the booths 
to promote their organizations and to hand out membership applications. Some even 
conducted initial admission interviews on-site. Others hosted games and gave out 
souvenirs such as bookmarks and small stationary.  
Interest groups such as the Kung Fu society or the street dance association gave 
short performances at their booths. Some members even taught curious freshmen some 
easy moves on the spot. Throughout the event, judo masters and characters from Japanese 
animations paraded around the common ground to hand out information leaflets. A giant 
bear was escorted around by a group of a-cappella singers, who broke into joyous tunes 
under the scorching midday heat while their poor friend was sweating inside the furry 
costume. Extra-curricular organizations, as represented in this fun fair, were uniformly 
associated with friendship, energy, and passion. ASO organizers said that they meant to 
create an experience of “Grandma Liu in wonderland” (刘嬷嬷进大观园) – for students 
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to be dazzled by the vibrancy and diversity.78 They wanted to introduce freshmen to the 
excitement and possibilities that associational life was supposed to offer.  
A student could literally pick any group she wanted, as prior experience or 
interest in particular subjects was no pre-requisite to enrollment. Upperclassmen at the 
fair kept assuring me that I did not need to know anything about singing before joining 
the chorus. A passion for chess was not necessary to sign up for the chess club. Feeling 
quite overwhelmed myself, I could imagine the number of questions that ran through a 
freshman’s mind. She was presented with over a hundred student groups to choose from, 
each promised to enrich her college experience but also demanded time commitment. It 
should be fun to pick up a new musical instrument or some magic tricks, but learning a 
few jazz steps or taking a photography class should also be interesting. Astronomical 
fieldtrips would be a good exercise both physically and educationally, but they would 
take up weekends that could otherwise be spent playing or watching games with the 
soccer interest club. Was it more meaningful to pay regular visits to elderly homes, or to 
help with tutoring underprivileged children? Would it be more fulfilling to organize a big 
variety show that fellow students would enjoy, or to launch a fundraising event with an 
off-campus corporation to raise awareness in environmental protection? Should time be 
better invested in learning how to edit short films, to do web design, or to practice oral 
English with some like-minded individuals? Would I prefer to spend my free time 
                                                        
78 The reference came from Cao Xueqin’s “Dreams of the Red Chamber,” one of the most famous Chinese 
novels in the eighteenth century and since then became a Chinese classic.  
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watching cartoons with the anime club, or to get together with the puzzle alliance to solve 
some magic cube or Sudoku questions?  
 How, then, did students decide what groups to join? Even though the ASO and the 
university officially classified student organizations according to the nature and 
orientation of their activities, these categories did not necessarily correspond with the 
ways most students understood the differences between groups. I found that what 
mattered the most to students was not their hobby or interest in particular, but the size of 
the organization. Organizational size was crucial because it determined what skills 
students could learn and the nature of relationships among group members, which were 
two paramount reasons for organizational participation.  
In the survey that I conducted among freshmen and junior students at SCU, I 
asked students why they were interested in participating in extra-curricular activities. 
From a list of seventeen options from which respondents were asked to pick the top five 
reasons for organizational participation, most students among the 1,499 respondents 
checked the boxes “to learn and to acquire skills” (checked by 83%), “to make friends” 
(63.8%), “to experience college life” (47.5%), “to acquire societal experience” (45.6%), 
and “for personal interest” (35.9%).79 “To learn and to acquire skills” (锻练能力) in 
particular was the most widely acknowledged reason for participation, accounting for an 
overwhelming 83% of 1,245 out of 1,499 valid responses.  
                                                        
79 The list of options was generated in my sixth month in the field after I got some general ideas about 
students’ concerns when making participatory decisions. Respondents were asked to check up to five out of 
seventeen options including “to cultivate skills,” “to earn extra credits,” “for resume building,” and “to 
develop a sense of belonging.” All my survey questions are attached in the appendix.  
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Many students recognized that organizational participation was complementary to 
the formal curriculum in preparing them for adulthood and the job market. Organizational 
participation allowed participants to put their creative ideas into practice, and to acquire 
management, leadership, and communication skills. The experience would help cultivate 
their “hidden potential” (潜能) and their real passion in life. On a more practical front, 
students also wished to acquire concrete skills and practical trainings in task 
management, presentation, and computer software operation (such as powerpoint, 
photoshop, and other image and video editing programs) that they thought would serve 
them well in their future career paths. Student leaders tried to present the image of fun 
and creativity, but such image was often belied and coincided with the realistic 
restrictions of studious learning and careerism.  
 Students’ obsession with skill cultivation explained why some preferred bigger 
groups. At SCU, mega associations such as the Student Union, Alliance of Young 
Volunteers, and the Campus Broadcasters were comprised of as many as a few hundred 
officers, while smaller groups such as the History Club and the Renewable Energy 
Awareness Group were comprised of only about a dozen participants. Generally, students 
believed that the bigger the group, the more “professional” it would be. Bigger 
organizations generally enjoyed better access to resources and opportunities. They had 
better reputations both on-campus and off-campus, which translated into better 
relationships with university administrators, alumni, and corporate sponsors. Participants 
would be able to gain a wide and diverse range of experience and social exposure. 
Participants would learn how to efficiently and professionally manage big events with 
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sizable impact. This kind of eye-opening and practical experience could not be compared 
with what one might expect from smaller organizations.  
Smaller organizations with only dozens of participants marketed themselves very 
differently by putting the emphasis on friendship cultivation. They claimed to be able to 
combat bureaucracy and inefficiency better than bigger groups could, since the latter 
sometimes grew too big for supporting enough meaningful assignments to go around to 
provide valuable experiences for junior members. Smaller organizations were likely to 
face more financial and logistical constraints, and their efforts to generate interest for 
support and attendance for events sometimes resembled pulling teeth.  While they were 
not in favorable positions to plan activities of wider appeal and lasting impact, smaller 
organizations did attract students who were looking for a stronger sense of community 
belonging. Smaller groups claimed to be more flexible and egalitarian. Upperclassmen 
would be able to give more individual guidance to newcomers. They would be personally 
invested not only in making sure that their “kids” would excel in organizational affairs, 
but they were also concerned with their overall college experience. In a small, tightly knit 
family, participants would be more likely to build enduring friendship, and to get a real 
taste of what it meant to be a team and a family. It was also easier to ascend to positions 
of authority because competition tended to be less fierce.  
Almost all student helpers marketed their organizations by repeating the same 
clusters of discursive tropes: the cultivation of skills, the pursuit of dreams, and the 
forging of friendship. More than half of the student groups I talked to offered photo 
editing and poster design workshops for incoming officers. The Student Union prided 
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itself for being a loving family, and so did the computer club, the young entrepreneurial 
alliance, and the “teach for China” group. As I came to learn after visiting dozens of 
booths that afternoon, organizational participation was all about event planning anyway. 
Most of the students enrolled in organizations as officers and not as members.80 
Regardless of what the organizational themes were, all incoming student members were 
expected to help with planning activities and implementing the plans. Through these 
organizational experiences, the student participants said, participants would acquire 
essential skills in planning, management, and advertising. They would be able to 
contribute their skills and creativity to causes about which they were passionate. It was 
through these teamwork experiences that one cultivated the sense of belonging to and 
achievement in the group and also in the university. As much as student groups want to 
differentiate themselves from each other, there were in fact few variations in their 
organizational structure and activities.  
Dazzled by the apparent choices of organizations available on campus, many 
incoming freshmen were uncomfortable with choosing. They wanted to make the “right” 
choice, but they did not know how to find what suited them. Upperclassmen, on the other 
hand, recognized that the apparent choices were just illusions. Even though there were 
over a hundred groups to choose from, the question of which group to join basically 
boiled down to whether one wanted to join larger or smaller groups. They would advise 
                                                        
80 When students talked about “joining an organization,” they usually meant taking up duties in event 
planning. Participation as members was much less common, and was usually referred to as participation in 
“organizational activities” rather than in “organizations.” It was usually not regarded a “proper” form of 
participation unless one was bound to the group by commitments and responsibilities.  
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incoming freshmen to consider how the availability of resources, opportunities, 
institutional presence, and peer support lined up with organizational size. Despite the 
rhetoric, the “infinite” possibilities of the tangram were actually quite limited. The most 
important decision that students had to make was not which group to join, but whether or 
not to make the commitment in the first place.  
 
To Join or Not to Join 
At the recruitment fair, it was obvious that the commitment constituted a major 
concern for both freshman applicants and student leaders. Freshmen were concerned 
about the amount of time that they were expected to spend in organizational 
responsibilities, while student leaders were looking for dedicated new recruits rather than 
overly popular ones who stretched themselves to cover multiple responsibilities. “How 
often do you meet” and “do you expect a lot of time from me” were among the most 
frequent questions that I heard freshmen asking in the fair. As soon as a freshman 
submitted an application form, the recruiter also switched the topic from interests and 
passions to responsibilities and commitment. In all the on-site interviews that I attended 
that afternoon, I was asked how busy my academic schedule was, and how many student 
organizations I was planning to join. They warned me that academic and organization 
responsibilities would sometimes pose conflicting demands on my time. “Think about 
what your priority is,” many of my interviewers had asked, “what would you do if you 
were in charge of a major event the day before you had a major assignment due?” 
Students recognized that choice entailed responsibilities. “To join or not to join” and 
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“how many groups to join” were by far more important questions for most students than 
“which group to join.”  
I sympathized with students’ conundrum in wanting to try everything and yet not 
having the time to do so. Even as a professional extra-curricular activity participant-
observer, I found it challenging to avoid conflicts in time and responsibilities if I were to 
join more than a handful of groups. I knew no student who was able to regularly 
participate in more than three organizations. As overwhelmed and overly ambitious as 
they felt during the organizational fairs, some students nonetheless might sign up for as 
many as eight student groups. However, they eventually had to drop out from most of 
them as the semester moved along. Upperclassmen kept warning new recruits that there 
was no point in enrolling at all if one could not commit considerable time and dedication. 
It was widely believed that the sense of belonging and satisfaction could only come out 
of commitment and dedicated work. Ultimately, the more time one was able to invest, the 
more one could harvest from the associational experience.  
“Time” was obviously the limited resource at stake here. Students were concerned 
whether they would be able to handle stringent academic demands especially when 
schoolwork became intense. Besides long contact hours in the classroom, students’ 
schedule was also highly regimented. Morning classes started early before 8am. No class 
meetings were scheduled from noon to 1:40pm to allow everybody time for lunch and 
siesta. Mandatory classes and laboratory courses usually took the whole morning and 
afternoon until 4pm or 5pm every day, which left students with only the evenings and the 
weekends to take elective courses, participate in mandatory homeroom group activities, 
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enroll in extra-curricular associations, and attend to social obligations and personal 
maintenance. Time management was an important but challenging lesson to learn in a 
Chinese university.81 
The scarcity of time constituted a major deterrent to organizational participation. 
Students chose to enroll in extra-curricular groups for multiple stated reasons. Explaining 
why they chose not to enroll, however, was much easier to explain. When I asked 
unaffiliated students and organization drop-outs, their explanations for non-participation 
were predictable. It was usually about “time” and competing academic demands. These 
students either wanted to spend more time improving their grades to win scholarships and 
write successful study abroad applications, or they wanted to read more extensively for 
class and for leisure. In other words, many non-participants chose not to join extra-
curricular groups not because they found them uninteresting, but because they wanted to 
be more devoted to their academic studies. Extra-curricular activities took time away 
from reading and studying. Some academically oriented students preferred to make their 
priority clear by staying away from on-campus associational life altogether.  
Having to study for a test or to finish the assignment was always a valid excuse to 
skip associational meetings or to leave an event early. When a student requested an 
official withdrawal from an organization, grades and a busy academic schedule always 
came up as major and understandable reasons behind the resignation. Withdrawing from 
organizational officer-ship in the middle of the semester was often considered to be weak 
                                                        
81 Rebekah Nathan reports in her study that university experience in America was also about the effective 
management of time as a scarce resource (2005).  
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and irresponsible, but the decision was excusable if academic responsibilities were the 
reason behind it. As a student leader told newcomers in an orientation meeting, “It is 
irresponsible to quit organizational duties, but it is even more irresponsible if one 
compromised schoolwork. [Failing academically] practically means failing one’s 
responsibility as a college student.” Students, parents, and university administrators alike 
strongly believed that academic responsibilities should always be the utmost priority for 
university students. Extra-curricular education was the optional add-on only for those 
who could manage. The priority should always be clear when “doing academics” (搞学术
) and “doing organizational stuff” (搞社团) came into conflict. 
Many university administrators and professors openly discouraged students from 
enrolling in student groups, because participation took students away from what they 
believed to be worthier pursuits in the classroom and the library. In order to justify the 
educational values of extra-curricular activities, student groups too had to operate around 
the university’s academic demands. From early in the semester, student leaders urged 
participants never to forgo academic performance for associational events. Although they 
desired and rewarded dedication from members and officers, they also recognized that 
extra-curricular duties had to be adjusted as soon as grades began to suffer. Student 
leaders preached about the importance of time management, and warned participants 
about the delicate task of making room for extra-curricular activities in the midst of a 
busy academic schedule.  
Even though students could technically spend their free time on relaxing, 
socializing, and entertainment even if they were not taking part in associational activities, 
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challenges to time management were very often imagined to be rooted in a zero-sum 
balance between organizational involvement and academic performance. Wuxun’s story 
will illustrate how the decision of participation and non-participation was often 
transposed into a binary option between academic and extra-curricular responsibilities. 
Wuxun was a student officer at ASO with whom I was friendly. We entered the 
organization as junior officers together at the beginning of his freshman year. Through 
our year of working together, Wuxun had proved himself to be an efficient and reliable 
teammate. He was good at coming up with ideas that were both creative and feasible, and 
at the same time he was able to follow instructions well when the situation demanded 
cooperation. Wuxun was smart, friendly, considerate, and very popular among his ASO 
cohort and also his supervising seniors. When it came to the time for selecting new 
student leaders for the upcoming academic year, I thought that Wuxun was a sure pick. 
ASO let me attend their internal review board to select the upcoming organizational 
leadership. I remembered being positively impressed by Wuxun’s presentation during his 
interview in front of a dozen of student leaders. I was therefore much surprised when 
Wuxun was not selected.  
Jianshan, the outgoing ASO chairperson, explained to me that Wuxun already had 
too much on his plate. He was in the engineering school, which was notorious for its 
heavy workload. Also, Wuxun had made his intention clear that he wanted to compete for 
a study abroad opportunity, which meant he needed a very high GPA by the end of his 
sophomore year. Jianshan said, “Wuxun won’t be able to last long. […] We don’t want to 
take the chance to keep him with us, because it would hurt team morale if he does end up 
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dropping out halfway through.” Jianshan asked me to recall a particular exchange during 
Wuxun’s interview: A student leader stared into Wuxun’s eyes and asked: “Are you able 
to commit?” Wuxun had hesitated, and confessed that he would have to put academics 
first. He added that his academic priority did not mean that he would neglect his 
organizational responsibilities. He promised to work extra hard in order to stay in ASO 
while pushing his grades up.  
That was the moment that disqualified Wuxun from ASO leadership. The rising 
juniors and seniors in the interviewing panel were not convinced that Wuxun was able to 
handle both because they themselves had gone through similar struggles. They believed 
that eliminating Wuxun in the interview stage was a mutually beneficial decision for both 
the student and the organization. If Wuxun had already picked his preference in academic 
performance, ASO should not pull him away from his pursuits. It might be a loss for 
ASO to let him go, but student leaders believed that the time and determination to 
commit, rather than individuals’ capability and organizational performance was the 
quality of utmost importance they were seeking in the new generation of student leaders. 
No one would know whether Wuxun would have been able to handle both his academic 
work and his organizational responsibilities, but he was preemptively denied the 
opportunity to even try.  
Minne, a sophomore student leader who headed my subdivision in the Student 
Union, had a similar story about struggling to balance academic and organizational 
responsibilities. Despite being dedicated and well-liked in the organization, Minne almost 
lost her leadership position because of her C+ average at the end of her freshman year. 
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Her grades did not put her among the top students, but she ran little danger of failing her 
classes. When Minne competed for the position of sub-division chair in the beginning of 
her sophomore year, university administrators who chaired the interview kept asking her 
about her grades. The interviewers found Minne well-qualified in leading the sub-
division, but expressed concern about her ability to “set a good example among her 
fellow students” if she was struggling academically. Minne recalled, “they kept pushing 
the question. I was almost in tears.” When she told me about the interview, she was 
visibly stressed about the promises to earn higher grades that she knew she might or 
might not be able to keep. The interviewers ended up giving her the position, but 
threatened to take that away if she could not improve her academic performance in the 
coming semester.  
In both of these two scenarios, the applicants themselves were not the ones in 
charge of whether they wanted to be selected for these positions, but the decisions were 
imposed on them based on the evaluation of whether they could or should commit 
according to the institutional standard of what made a good, responsible student. Even 
when students themselves felt ready to invest the time, they needed to meet certain 
academic criteria to qualify and justify their continual participation in associational life. 
Even though extra-curricular participation was depicted as a colorful wonderland that 
was open to all, not everybody was qualified to enjoy what it had to offer. In spite of the 
explosion of options available for college students, straying from the standard academic 
path was not one of those options.  
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The binary choice between academic and extra-curricular responsibilities reminds 
me of Susan Shirk’s interviews with young Chinese refugees in Hong Kong. In her 1982 
publication Competitive comrades: career incentives and student strategies in China, the 
political scientist describes two possible avenues to succeed among high school students 
in the 1960s and 1970s. According to Shirk’s informants who had gone through 
secondary education in Guangdong, a strong candidate in college application was either a 
diligent student who performed well academically, or a political activist who 
demonstrated loyal dedication to China’s socialist future. Choosing which path to take 
was a conscious and rational decision that became hugely influential in shaping students’ 
worldview and life trajectory.  
More than four decades after Shirk’s research, extra-curricular activities 
nowadays were not at all the same as the political activism that was demanded during the 
height of Maoism, and yet the compulsion to choose did not seem to have changed much. 
Chinese students today faced similar struggles as to whether it was more important to 
earn good grades or to cultivate social skills and connections. Shirk, having adopted a 
framework of rational choice, points out that young people enjoyed certain autonomy to 
pick which path to take. In 2011, even with the seeming explosion of options and 
possibilities, Chinese students encountered no less constraint in making decisions about 
their life trajectories. The definition of success remained restricted, and the social 
expectations about being a good student were just as overpowering. Young people in 
post-reform China were by no means free to choose the path they wanted to pursue. The 
conundrum of Shirk’s informants did not go away, but reincarnated into the vocabulary 
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of “responsibility” and “career development” that continued to haunt the present 
generation of Chinese students.  
The major difference between Shirk’s work and my observation was the extent of 
institutional support and endorsement behind both academic and non-academic pursuits. 
If the informal education in political activism in the 1960s and 1970s shared similarities 
with student organizations today, its structural hierarchy as opposed to academic pursuits 
had been completely reversed over the last decades. In the perspective of Shirk’s 
informants, institutional discourse supported the structural hegemony of “political virtue” 
and selfless service to the socialist polity. Activism and the willingness to serve were a 
better measure of achievement than academic performance was. In 2011, the formal 
academic realm became the proper site for the superior pursuit, and extra-curricular 
involvement was devalued.  
In some sense, my student informants were still caught in perennial oscillations in 
the “red vs. experts debate” regarding whether political loyalty or expertise to serve was 
more valuable for China’s modernization. Skills acquired in the extra-curricular realm 
might serve students well in the competitive job market, and yet straying from the 
conventional path was often more risky for the individual. Even though students might 
have been presented with more options to choose from, the social and psychological 
pressure to make the “right” choice was just as heavy.  
 
Autonomous Selves under the Tyranny of Choice 
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There were always reasons that made us take the particular path we took; 
there are always inevitable choices that guide the future direction we will 
take.82  
- Xi Murong (1943 - ), contemporary Chinese poet 
A verse that a student recited in an extra-curricular meeting.  
 
Extra-curricular activities, therefore, embody the characteristics of a new, but 
ambivalent, value regime of individual aspirations, freedom, and responsibility among 
Chinese students. Young people were told that they had the freedom to take control of 
their own life. In reality, however, they could only afford to make the “best” choice. 
Competition was intense, and any failure to identify and pursue the best route to success 
was now the responsibility of the choosing individual. In the following pages, I will 
unpack two students’ narratives in an effort to understand respectively the new challenges 
of analysis paralysis and the elusive options that college students confronted.  
 
Analysis Paralysis 
One of the major differences that I found between associational life at SCU and 
my own college experience was that my informants took commitment in student groups 
much more seriously than my peers in an American university did. To join or not to join 
was a serious decision that many believed would have determining impacts on one’s 
college experience. When I shared this observation with Yinghan, my subdivision leader 
at ASO who became a trusted friend and informant, she said, “you might not appreciate 
why we think and rethink about whether or not to commit to any organization. I know 
                                                        
82 “每一条走过来的路都有不得不这样跋涉的理由，每一条要走下去的路都有不得不这样选择的方
向.” (席慕容) 
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these decisions might not be important for you, but they are real concerns for us [college 
students]. It is possible that we, too, might laugh at how trivial and inconsequential these 
concerns are when we look back from the future. At this stage of life, however, these are 
the decisions that we have to make and these are what we care about.” 
Yinghan, an ambitious and high-achieving sophomore student in the school of 
management, was slightly embarrassed about how much she cared about trivial decision 
making that she suspected might not matter that much in the grand scheme of things, but 
she could not help weighing the pros and cons of associational participation in her mind 
even after she signed up and committed herself. Her goal was to maximize control over 
her life so that there would be no regret in the future. Even though Yinghan was one of 
the most confident young women that I met at SCU, she often felt uneasy about the 
possibility of making wrong decisions. She told me that she had to be careful with every 
single step that she took (步步为营), because one opportunity paved the way for another. 
If she made any mistake along her way, she would be left behind forever. Yinghan 
acknowledged that having to perform and plan all the time was tiring (累, 辛苦), but it 
was the price she had to pay if she wanted to be the best of the best. One should always 
try for the best possibility (人望高处).  
A common friend of ours once told me he thought Yinghan always “thinks too 
much for her own good,” but Yinghan herself believed that her constant confusion and 
anxiety (jiujie) were shared among many college students in China. She told me in a 
smile, “it is basically impossible for Chinese students to sit back and take things easy.” 
She explained her statement in terms of the intensity of competition in China: 
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competitions started early on in a child’s life. Through primary school to high school, 
parents kept urging their children to study hard so that they could continue their 
education at Beijing University or Qinghua University, the top universities in the 
country’s capital. Graduates from these top universities could pick whichever American 
universities they wanted for graduate study. Yinghan was envious of these opportunities, 
but she had to accept that she did not stand any chance because she failed to make the 
higher path at the college entrance exam.  
Having ended up at SCU, she had her own plebian concerns to think about. 
Yinghan proceeded to ask me for my opinions regarding some opportunities to study 
abroad. She could either go for a collaborative program that would award her with a 
bachelor’s degree at both SCU and a university in America, or she could spend a 
semester abroad at another American university. She found the first option really 
attractive, but that would cost her parents about 500,000 yuan (about 80,000 USD). 
Yinghan was worried about the “cost-performance” (性价比) of the program – its ability 
to deliver performance given its expensive price tag. She went on to explain this technical 
term that she had probably learned in her business management class using a metaphor of 
clothing shopping: “let’s say you saw this shirt that you really like, but it costs 500 yuan 
(about 80 USD). You probably don’t need the shirt, but it will make you very happy. 
Should you buy it? You might end up wearing it a lot, or it might end up at the bottom of 
your drawer because you realize that you don’t like it that much after all. In any case, 
your 500 yuan is gone. Is the shirt worth the money?”  
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In this analogy, Yinghan pointed out another problem with choice that many 
Chinese students were “jiujie” about. Her situation was a case of analysis paralysis.  
Yinghan was facing two conundrums. First, she could not foresee whether the program 
was right for her. Second, she did not know if it was worth the opportunity cost even if 
she ended up getting a lot out of it. She was indecisive because she could never foresee 
whether she was going to make a good investment. From her perspective, she could never 
obtain enough information to make such an important decision. 500,000 yuan was a lot of 
money. Her mother had assured her that the family would provide whatever financial 
support she needed if that was what she wanted. Yinghan sighed that it made her decision 
making even more difficult: “there is too much freedom. I have to take responsibility 
over everything. It is very stressful.” The autonomy to choose was a major factor of stress 
for her. Overwhelmed by the array of opportunities available, she did not feel ready to 
make a decision and to be personally held responsible for it. She strived to be a 
responsible and autonomous adult but recognized that she was still in the process of 
“turning from a child to a grown-up” (小朋友变大人). She hoped that those who had 
already gone through the transformation could give her better shelter and guidance, but 
neither her parents nor her teachers knew what to tell her because the society had 
changed too much since the time that they had to make these life decisions themselves.  
Yinghan’s second option was to apply for a SCU-funded semester abroad 
program, which was much cheaper but also much more competitive. Yinghan told me 
that she was among the top 15% of her class, but so many students were interested in the 
opportunity that she was not confident in getting it. Having devoted a great deal of time 
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at ASO activities, Yinghan felt that she had become more mature and more sophisticated, 
but she was not performing as well as she could academically. She wanted to study 
abroad because she had this ideal picture in mind of shutting herself up in her tiny room 
to read and study with no distractions from social obligations and extra-curricular 
engagement. Yinghan said that she was grateful about the “breadth” of exposure that the 
ASO experience gave her, but she also need the “depth” in professional training – that 
she implied that she could obtain from the formal curriculum – if she hoped to become 
successful in the future. I asked Yinghan if she would have spent more time studying if 
she could go back in time to the beginning of her freshman year. She paused, then said 
carefully: “this is not the way to think about things. Also, it is about my personality. I 
cannot see myself spending all my time studying.”  
I sometimes found Yinghan being too harsh to herself, but her worries and self-
doubts were not uncommon among many of my student informants. Students considered 
decision making not only serious but also difficult. Information was always imperfect, 
and students questioned whether they could ever be in proper positions to make right 
decisions. Yinghan in the above conversation showed that she never felt truly 
autonomous in taking her future into control as much as she tried. At the same time, she 
hoped someone more experienced could decide for her.  She was aware of the 
multiplicity of options, but this coincided with awareness of her own inadequacies and 
limitations in choosing and realizing what she wanted and what would lead her toward 
the success she craved.  
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The Illusion of Choice 
Wangjun, a sophomore student who came from a much more humble socio-
economic background than Yinghan, described a similar feeling of confinement. His 
conundrum came not from the wide availability of attractive options, but a sober 
understanding that his autonomy to choose has remained severely limited. Wangjun came 
from a poor rural family in the north of China. Among his eighty classmates with whom 
he went to primary school, he was the only person who had the opportunity to go to a 
university. Wangjun knew that he lacked the exposure that his peers from urban China 
enjoyed, and did not mind making up for his disadvantage by working harder than most 
other students did. He came back to campus two weeks early from his winter break in 
order to spend time studying in the library. Wangjun was confident about his ability to 
get a good job in the city after graduating from SCU with a degree in computer science. 
He had earned his upward mobility and a promising career, and he knew it.  
After he told me his story over dinner, I could not help exclaiming in admiration: 
“Your future is all bright!” Neither concurring nor disagreeing with my statement, 
Wangjun asked me if I have ever heard of the analogy about “the frog under a glass 
bowl.” I had not, but I could guess what the metaphor meant: Even though the frog could 
see the wondrous world through the glass, an invisible but rigid barrier had trapped it in 
its own insulated world. It could not touch or experience anything outside. Wangjun 
paused, then said with a calm smile, “my future is all bright. Unfortunately I had no way 
to jump out of the glass bowl.”  
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Wangjun never elaborated why he had compared himself to a frog in captivity, 
but his analogy illustrated a sense of detachment and disentitlement from the colors and 
brightness that everybody – and he himself as well – felt should be rightfully his. 
Wangjun was proud of his achievement, but at the same time he displayed caution and 
humble acceptance when it came to foretelling what the future would hold for him. The 
options and opportunities were all real, but his access felt illusionary. The reality that he 
could see was different from the one that he could act on. Having traveled hundreds of 
miles from a small village to a nationally renowned university, Wangjun earned the 
credentials and the exposure he was looking for, but he also recognized that whether he 
could one day transcend the confinement of the glass bowl was totally out of his own 
prediction and control.  
Both Yinghan and Wangjun had benefited from the opportunities that arose after 
China’s economic reforms. They did all the right things to earn themselves the social and 
geographical mobility that was not even imaginable prior to the late 1980s. Both of them 
were grateful about the positions that they were in, and the sacrifices that their parents 
had made to get them there. Nevertheless, they were not as content as many outsiders 
would think they should be. They were examples of the “first world youth in the third 
world” that Vanessa Fong (2004) portrayed, who grew up believing that the sky was the 
limit as long as they obtained good enough grades to get into good enough universities. 
Wangjun’s cautious disappointment came exactly from the discrepancies between the 
grand expectations and the much less rosy reality with which he had to grapple. Wangjun 
taught me a popular slang expression that night – one that I had already heard several 
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times throughout my fieldwork: “Ideals and expectations are pleasingly plump but the 
reality is always bony” (理想很丰满，现实很骨感). Boniness was not necessarily bad, 
but it was just not what these students were expecting to get at the university where high 
aspirations and exciting futures were celebrated all the time.  
 
Freedom and Autonomy under Social Changes 
 People in the older generations might think that this “spoiled” (Fong 2004, Jing 
2000) bunch should have little to complain about. The current generation of Chinese 
youth enjoyed much better life chances and socio-economic conditions. Historian Luo Xu 
suggested that young Chinese grew up in the 1990s was characterized by a 
“misplacement of moral concepts and the loss of standards in behavior” (2002:154). 
When compared with those who grew up in the late 1970s and 1980s – the former refused 
to believe in anything and the latter had nothing to believe in – the younger generation 
confronted “a crisis of meaning and the predicament of identity” (2002:7).  
Xu’s careful historical account captures valuable snapshots of young people in a 
time gone by. His approach to identify a single “value” for each generation of Chinese 
youth, however, ran the danger of generalization. He could be right in pointing out that 
young people had lost the moral compass, but that alone did not leave them with no 
moral principles to live by anymore. What was happening in the 2000s was not the 
reemergence of a single “value,” but multiple value systems in constant interactions and 
competitions. As opposed to Xu’s youth in the 1980s who had “nothing” to believe in, 
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my student informants recognized that they had too much that they could believe in, but 
they did not know how to choose among their options.  
The transitions from have-nots to haves, nevertheless, did not lessen young 
people’s “predicament of identity” (Xu 2002:7). In fact, it might have increased it as 
options multiplied. As Lisa Hoffman (2010) points out, choices were not necessarily 
empowering and liberating. Showing how the late socialist government has been using 
the discourse of “choice” and “autonomy” as a subject-making instrument, Hoffman 
argues that these “new technologies of the self” have imposed new desires and demands 
for bodily disciplines and moral hierarchies, as well as new questions about the ultimate 
value of these regimes. These forms of control imposed on aspiring individuals like 
Yinghan and Wangjun coincided with increasingly strong pressure to succeed. The 
elusive freedom to choose did not give individuals better control over their circumstances 
while at the same time restricting excuses for failure. In other words, the “post-90s 
generation” continued to experience much constraint on agency, albeit in different forms.  
The social dynamics of this shifting axis of control cannot be properly examined 
without also considering the changing conceptualization of personhood in urban China. 
The narratives about freedom and choice cited above suggest a particular understanding 
of personhood that is inherently free and autonomous: individuals were expected to 
assume full rights and responsibilities to self-management.83 They were free to choose, 
and hence should bear responsibilities over the consequences of their choosing.   
                                                        
83 In some sense, this particular imagination of autonomous self resembles what some scholars have 
referred to as a “neoliberal self,” one aspect of which is that the “self” exists before social relationships 
(Rose 1992, Gershon 2011). While this “self” is still socially constructed, self-managing individuals are 
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These assumptions about a self-managing choosing self, as some China scholars 
point out, were recent constructs in post-reform China (Mathews 2000).84 The idea of 
equating “freedom” to “autonomy” was a cultural configuration particular to a Euro-
American tradition of liberal democracy that is not necessarily valid in other social 
contexts (see, for example Mahmood 2005). In his survey of the history of 
anthropology’s engagement with morality, James Laidlaw suggests that anthropologists 
should take more seriously the contextual interrogation of the notions of “freedom” and 
“responsibility” (2014). The theoretical construct of “freedom as autonomy” always casts 
social independence and autonomy as kinds of moral virtuosity. Assuming that an 
individual always aspire to escape from social dependence, this interpretation comes up 
short in capturing and explaining the role of agency in moral actions and decision making 
in “exceptional” situations that did not fit this coherent rationale.  
Assuming a universal desire for autonomy could therefore be an analytical pitfall. 
In the case of Chinese students, the emerging notion of an “autonomous self” deserving 
of the freedom to choose had the paradoxical effect of burdening the individuals with 
heavy personal responsibility to choose correctly. Some student informants have felt 
uneasy about the explosion of choices around them, and at times considered a surfeit of 
                                                        
expected to prioritize alliances based on market rationality. Under this neoliberal perspective, relationships 
that do not run on economic principles do not serve the interest of the neoliberal agents because they 
created dependence on other social actors and structural constraints.  
84 Over the last two decades, some China scholars came to characterize this particular configuration of self 
a result of “neoliberalism,” which refers to the rise of individualism and consumerism, the retreat of state 
control, the domination of market order and capitalist principles, and the pursuit of quantifiable outputs and 
economic efficiency. These scholars who are interested in neoliberalism in China include Lisa Hoffman 
(2010), Hai Ren (2013), Lisa Rofel (2007), Hairong Yan (2003), and Li Zhang (2008, with Aihwa Ong). 
Rather than classifying these recent changes in China as “neoliberal,” however, I posited them to be facets 
of social changes that were becoming increasingly influential since Market Reforms and the opening up of 
China in the 1980s.  
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freedom to be a hindrance to personhood cultivation and self-realization. They did not 
necessarily aspire to complete social independence, nor did they embrace the pursuit of 
autonomy as the primary guiding principle in conducting social actions. Not only was this 
understanding of personhood historically contingent, my informants’ subjective 
experiences also indicate that the autonomy to choose was not necessarily pleasant. 
A general impression about the rise of individualism – often imagined based on a 
rough caricature of its Western counterparts – did not capture the nuances in its 
contextual expression in urban China. The type of freedom that Chinese students 
experienced, as well as their reactions to such, deserves particularizing scrutiny. It might 
be true that young Chinese enjoy more freedom when compared with previous 
generations in the Maoist era. However, they were far from being “free” in the “Western” 
sense of the term, nor did they necessarily consider the impossibility of absolute 
autonomy to be a crippling limitation to attaining ideal personhood. The historically 
contingent ideal of “freedom as autonomy,” when coming into interactions with other 
traditions of knowledge, produces different outcomes in how it is experienced and 
evaluated.  
 
Choice, Commitment, and Idealistic Realism 
 How, then, do young people cope under the tyranny of “choice”? With a pair of 
chopsticks in his hand, Wangjun explained his philosophy with an analogy of rice: “Let’s 
say a bowl of rice is not enough to sate you, and you go ahead and get a second bowl. 
You are still not full after your second, and you get your third. You are finally full after 
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finishing your third bowl of rice. Could you have skipped the first and second bowls and 
gone straight to the third? Could you say that you have wasted two whole bowls of rice 
because they did not make you full?” he put his palm flat and rested it on an invisible 
platform, then moved it up level by level: “it is like studying – and everything in life – 
one has to go step by step. You have to make it to the first level first before ascending 
onto the second. […] You cannot keep thinking about what other people have in their 
bigger pot while you already have enough to eat in your own bowl.”  
 This was the belief that had kept Wangjun going while spending long nights in the 
library. This was his personal glimpse of hope when he felt bitter about not having the 
connections and resources that some of his peers were born into. Even though he might 
not see the pay-off to his hard work immediately, he would keep working until his 
rightful returns came. He refused to think about other alternative paths that could have 
been shorter and easier, but that were not available to him.  Instead he devoted his energy 
to the tasks that he already had made in spite of how silly and futile his efforts might 
seem. Wangjun found contentment in fulfilling his humble responsibilities in spite of the 
distractions and uncertainties outside of his own (glass and rice) bowls. If expectations 
inevitably paved the way for disappointments, Wangjun chose to focus on the immediate 
reality over which he had better control. He tried not to compare himself with his peers 
by cultivating the conviction that he only had himself to compete against. Wangjun’s 
remark reminded me of what Yinghan often said, “it is the most important to always be 
responsible to oneself” (对自己负责).  
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 This conviction to personal responsibility was somewhat similar to the 
“commitment” that student organizations asked of their participants. As already 
mentioned, freshmen were urged to consider their participatory decision very carefully 
because their choice of whether and in which groups to enroll would put them into 
different trajectories shaping their university experience. Once the choice was made, 
however, participants were supposed to disregard other options and to focus on whatever 
had been chosen. “Commitment” was such a big part in student activities because that 
was the best that student organizers could promise their participants. No one could 
guarantee participants a rewarding experience out of their chosen group. Students’ 
passions were in a large part sustained by the faith that their investment would somehow 
pay off. Student leaders often encouraged their junior officers to be “realistic” and 
“practical.” Mundane quotidian work could be mind-numbing, but such work was the 
interim step towards self-realization. When students felt discouraged about the “dream” 
that they could not realize, they urged each other to turn away from the big picture. One 
of my survey questions asked students to rate the statement “it is more important to have 
your feet on the ground (脚踏实地, be realistic and practical), than to pursue your 
dreams”. The majority of respondents chose “agree” (51.2%) or “strongly agree” 
(21%).85 Extra-curricular associational life was attractive because it opened up the room 
to dream big. Nevertheless, idealistic enthusiasm was not sustainable. Empty talk about 
                                                        
85 I have received some verbal and written feedback from survey respondents that I should not have forced 
them to think about “being practical” and “pursuing dreams” in mutually exclusive terms, since being 
practical could be seen as the best way eventually to realize one’s dreams. The critique was fair, and I had 
no way to learn how many students had that concern in mind while doing the survey. Nevertheless, the 
72.2% result was still statistically sound in showing what students would prioritize when they were pushed 
into an either/or situation.  
  
110 
big dreams was considered to be easier than walking the walk and actually achieving 
lesser goals. The willingness to work hard and the patience with gradual 
accomplishments were the quality that earned students respect on campus. 
 At the same time, being too “practical” was sometimes frowned upon. Resume 
building and extra credits were not considered proper enough reason to explain 
associational participation. In my survey about participatory motivation, neither “to earn 
extra credits” (14.6%) or “to make my resume look good” (17.3%) made it to the top five 
reasons of why students enrolled in extra-curricular organizations.86 Many students 
signed up for extra-curricular interest groups in order to realize their dreams. They 
wanted to enrich their university experience by challenging themselves to do something 
different and creative. There were better ways to invest one’s time if a job prospect was 
the key concern. 54% of respondents to my survey agreed or strongly agreed that 
participatory experience promoted personal growth more than coursework did, whereas 
only 31% agreed or strongly agreed that participatory experiences weighed heavier than 
academic performance in the job market. Padding the resume was obviously one reason 
to take up responsible posts in student organizations. However, many participants desired 
much more than a shiny entry on paper. 
Students were judgmental towards their peers who did not enroll for “proper” 
reasons. While not many students self-reported “practical” and “utilitarian” reasons as 
their participatory motivations, there was widespread suspicion that other students were 
                                                        
86 The total does not add up to 100% because I have asked each students to check five –rather than just one 
– reasons why they participate in extra-curricular activities.  
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more inclined to take on these short-sighted goals. 54.3% of my survey respondents 
agreed or strongly agreed with the statement that “many students participated in extra-
curricular activities for utilitarian purposes. They were solely doing it for extra credit and 
resume building.” When I asked students why so many of their peers had experiences in 
on-campus organizations, my informants usually told me that participants were either 
working on resume building or that they were following the herd. The logic that “I” 
participated because “I” wanted to learn and to improve myself, while “they” wanted to 
participate because “they” wanted the experience on their resumes was not uncommon. 
Conversely, no informant had ever told me that he or she enrolled in organizations for 
such instrumental ends. They always said that they had more noble motivations in mind.  
In these conversations, students were competing for a moral high ground over 
their peers by claiming that they participated for the proper (“non-utilitarian”) reasons. 
Implied in these narratives was the assumption that being “practical” was incompatible 
with – and somewhat morally inferior to – youthful idealism. It was not uncommon to see 
this juxtaposition of “realistic” and “practical” concerns against morally-superior pursuits 
not only among student informants but also some scholarly accounts about youth in urban 
China (for example, Xu 2004 and Cockain 2012).  Being “realistic” and “practical” were 
sometimes depicted in conjunction with being “self-centered” and “individualistic,” 
which were not necessarily favorable characterizations when they come to indicate a 
“moral vacuum” (Xu 2012:154) that was devoid of higher purposes and moral concerns 
about collective well-beings. 
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 My observations among elite Chinese youth, on the other hand, suggest that 
“idealism” and “realism” are not polar opposites, nor are “practical” and “moral” 
concerns necessarily incompatible. In some sense, many informants tried to be realistic 
about their life chances to counter the many distractions that might draw them away from 
the moral pursuits of diligence and perseverance. Being practical became a way for 
students to be moral and responsible in midst of the many confusions and uncertainties 
brought about by new options and opportunities. Practicality, as Jessica Greenberg (2014) 
argues in her study of youth activists in Serbia, was necessary for political agents to 
negotiate their disappointments in their faltering democracy. After they witnessed how 
their parents’ generation had wasted their youthful energy on building an imaginary 
socialist future, the new generation of Serbian citizens chose to focus rather on the 
politics of the “present.” Being practical and realistic, in this framework of analysis, was 
a moral strategy to preserve the energy for idealism. It was difficult to make moral 
decisions if the outcomes entailed were difficult to predict (Laidlaw 2014). Uncertain 
times called for the morality of practicality. The extra-curricular realm supported the 
possibility of and imaginations about role models who had the courage to dream big 
while being realistic enough to stay motivated on the mundane day-to-day level when the 
end goal was beyond their visions. True heroes were the one who managed to stay 
confident about and committed to their choices even though they might occasionally feel 
envious about other roads not taken or impossible to take.  
Student organizations provided an ideal space for students to negotiate the 
balance between idealism and realism. It encouraged expressions of idealism by offering 
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students an experimental alternative to conventional pursuits in the formal academic 
realm. It also served as a surrogate family, teaching interpersonal skills, instilling loyalty, 
and providing friendly relationships. At the same time, it reminded students about the 
necessity of realistic practicality by exposing them to the elusive nature of choice. 
Throughout my fieldwork, I often witnessed students’ struggles to reconcile idealism and 
realism in the many evaluations and debriefing meetings that organizations held after 
major events and at the end of the semester. As students shared their doubts and 
disappointments in their personal growth, student leaders would ask them to recall “what 
had motivated you to join this organization in the first place.” Students were reminded of 
their passions and commitments that they had to themselves, to their leading seniors, and 
to the organizations. They were encouraged to endure hardships together in order to learn 
and improve themselves through the experience.  
Through their reflections on their participatory motivations, students relived their 
passions and desires for self-cultivation and for participation in a collective that had 
drawn them to associational life in the first place. They were then encouraged to channel 
such energy into sustaining their mundane contributions. Student organizations might or 
might not live up to these expectations, but soul-searching inquiry was in itself a process 
of meaning construction. Students established their self-worth and justified their 
participation by convincing themselves and their peers that their decisions were rational 
and their goals achievable. They supported each other in validating their choices and 
thereby negating any possible regret as they navigated the at-times disappointing 
associational experiences.  
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These motivational discourses were an example of how student groups sheltered 
participants from distractions and confusions brought about by the abundance of choice. 
Young people experienced the wider availability of options in post-reform China at most 
as constrained autonomy and fleeting agency. In the extra-curricular realm, they could 
convince themselves that they had some control over realizing themselves within the 
framework of a supportive collective, even when the future, realistically speaking, was 
still fraught with disappointments and uncertainties. In a rapidly changing social world 
overwhelmed with multiplying options and conflicting value systems, students created a 
safe haven for themselves where dedication and commitment were not only moral but 
also safe choices to make; choices that would be ratified and supported by their 
colleagues and friends. The extra-curricular sphere demarcated a realm where immersing 
oneself in present projects and giving one’s best was neither stupid nor irrational, a realm 
where fantasized ideal alternatives were obviously less readily available, a realm where 
moral principles of fairness applied: the more hard work one contributed, the more 
recognition and rewards one got from others.  
Various forms of choice and freedom to choose associated with extra-curricular 
activities did not come without risks and constraints, but still, they opened up a 
possibility to be realistic and idealistic, practical and moral all at the same time, within a 
supportive group where others had the same choices and constraints.  
 
From Tangram to Kite: Meanings of Extra-Curricular Participation  
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Six months after the “Battle” in September, the new generation of ASO student 
leaders decided to adopt “Kites” to be the theme of a big event called the “Festival of 
Student Organizations.” The “Festival” was somewhat similar to the “Battle” in its 
purpose to showcase the diversity and vibrancy of student activities on campus. This 
time, major organizing responsibilities were passed on to freshmen officers who had been 
initiated half a year ago. The core organizing team, which was comprised of the eight 
best performing freshmen in ASO, was as ambitious and dedicated as their predecessors 
had been, because they considered the “Festival” their chance to prove their worth. They 
spent an entire week brainstorming and discussing the theme of their signature event. 
“Tree,” “river,” “tadpoles,” and “dragon flies” were among the major ideas that they had 
considered. They eventually decided on the kite metaphor because they liked the image 
of kites racing into the clouds in pursuit of dreams.87  
Together with the new theme of kites, “let dreams fly” was adopted as the slogan 
of the month-long event. As I cut kite-shaped ornaments of different styles and shapes 
out of colored paper with fellow ASO officers at 11pm the night before the opening of 
the Festival, I contemplated the meanings of extra-curricular activities. Kites represented 
freedom, carefreeness, and youthful aspirations that student organizers wanted to convey 
in the symbolic icon of the Festival. A bright blue sky filled with kites was an appealing 
picture for many students who sought to enrich their college experience. However cliché 
                                                        
87 The student who initiated the kite metaphor literally got the idea from a dream. In his dream, he was 
coming out from an orientation event with some high school friends. As he stepped out of the school 
building, he looked up and saw kites flying all over the sky. When he was brushing his teeth that morning 
before another brainstorming session, he got the “epiphany” (灵感) that kites made a good metaphor for the 
student organizations. 
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it might sound, many students were verbal about how they wished to “chase after their 
dreams” and to “find out who they were” through organizational participation. Students 
wrote in their activity proposal: 
The kite is an invention in ancient China. The image of the kite has 
appeared in a lot of classical poetry and romantic writing. It represents the 
richness and elegance of Chinese traditions, and evokes the deep emotions 
that student participants have invested in their organizations. […] Our 
predecessors are the kite flyers, while organizational history and spirit are 
the threads. They let us fly. The thread may look fragile, and yet it is 
sturdy. Their support and help let us develop our potential to ride the wind 
and to fly high. With their support, we are also able to bring organizational 
development to a new platform of unprecedented height and broadness. 
[…] The historical evolution of the kite proves that it has much potential. 
It is light and sways a lot. And yet it makes the perfect metaphor for 
student participants: we are all green and we are all experimenting with 
different possibilities. But we will never give up our races into the clouds. 
 
Kites encouraged participants to explore the limits of the sky similar to the ways 
in which a tangram puzzle challenged them to let imagination and creativity run wild. 
What was being constantly highlighted in this elaboration of the kite metaphor, 
nevertheless, was not the freedom and excitement associated with kite-flying, but the 
piece of thread that held a kite to the ground. The thread was not a constraint but a 
comforting assurance that made sure the fragile kite would not be blown away in the 
windy sky. “Predecessors” and alumni of the organizations, as students wrote, were the 
ones holding the string. Rhetoric about individuality and creativity aside, students desired 
guidance. They wished to draw from the experiences of their successful “predecessors” to 
make sure that the steps they took were always sensible. Students wanted to experiment, 
but they only wanted to do it in safe, protected ways.  
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As I will continue to elaborate in the next chapter, students wanted to be inspired 
and emotionally moved by meaningful associational experiences, but they were not 
always cognizant about what they wanted to get, and would end up getting, from their 
participation. They came to accept that they could never gather enough information prior 
to making the participatory commitment, and to learn that they had to enjoy the flight for 
the sake of flying. They did not necessarily know where the wind would take them, other 
than the vague awareness that they were undertaking something exciting and somewhat 
risky. Their flight – like their pursuits of dreams - might end up being futile. It was not 
necessarily the most rational (“practical”) decision to make in their college careers. And 
yet it was acceptable to wander into the realm of recreational play as long as the 
excursion was sheltered and temporary. After all, both tangram and kites were children’s 
toys. At the end of the game, students were still expected to go back to the classroom to 
continue with their rightful pursuits as students. 
 
 
.
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CHAPTER FOUR 
FROM WATER TO TEARS: IN SEARCH FOR SUBSTANCE 
Shui (水): “Water,” or “watery,” is a popular slang expression among 
Chinese youth in the 2010s. “Shui” is an adjective to describe a person or 
an experience that is empty, shallow, and diluted in meaning. Something 
watery can fill up the stomach for a short while, but it eventually leaves 
one feeling empty and unfulfilled.  
“Watery” is often used simultaneously and somewhat interchangeably 
with the expression “xu” (虚), which can be roughly translated into 
“feeble,” “fake,” or “superficial.” “Real” and “substantial” are some 
antonyms of “xu.”  
 
When I conducted fieldwork at SCU in 2011 and 2012, the slang expression 
“shui” – or “watery” - was ubiquitous on-campus. College students used the adjective 
“watery” rather frequently to describe aspects of college experience in which they felt 
disappointed. For example, a “watery class” or a “watery organization” was not worth 
one’s time because one could not expect to learn anything from the experience. A 
“watery teacher” did not know enough about the subject material to deliver a good 
lecture. A “watery exam” was one that quizzed students on their ability to babble rather 
than their mastery over the subject matter.  A “watery title” was an impressive entry on 
one’s resume that exaggerated its carrier’s achievements. A “watery event” referred to 
the type of student activities that are being organized just for the sake of organizing.  It 
delivered neither concrete purpose nor educational value. Behind its showiness and 
formality, there was not much substance as to what the event accomplished. “Watery” 
was a negative evaluation. Students communicated peer advice by flagging and warning 
each other against watery classes and organizations. The last thing that they wanted was 
to be “watered down” (losing substance,” 水掉) themselves.  
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One statement that I often came across on the university campus was “China’s 
universities are watery” (中国的大学很水). This comment initially appeared to me as 
being counter-intuitive: in a cultural context governed by a general “educational desire” 
(Kipnis 2011), my early assumption was that a tertiary education institution with the 
explicit goal in pursuit of substantial knowledge should be the very antithesis to 
“watery.” Why have students described Chinese universities as “watery” at the turn of the 
century? What were the sources of students’ disappointment? If “watery” was to be 
avoided, what was the “substance” that young Chinese were after? The goal of this 
chapter is to answer these questions.  
The last two chapters examined the relationship between the academic university 
and an emerging realm of extra-curricular organizations. This chapter begins with a 
continuation of that discussion: while academic responsibilities have restrained the appeal 
of organizational participation, disappointment in formal education has simultaneously 
propelled students to seek other avenues for a meaningful education experience. In other 
words, the “wateriness” of Chinese university is an important factor that explains and 
facilitates the development of the extra-curricular on campus. This discussion will further 
illuminate the tension in China’s universities, and pave the way for understanding the 
emerging desires for authenticity and emotional experiences among the new generation 
of Chinese youth.  
In this chapter, I will discuss why Chinese students have considered their campus 
experiences “watery,” and their turn to extra-curricular activities in search for a 
meaningful education. I show how the failure of universities to adapt to China’s changing 
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socio-economy has led to disappointment among elite youth, and encouraged some of 
them to shift their educational locus from the formal to an extra-curricular sphere, where 
they hoped to encounter personal experiences of authentic emotions.  
Unpacking two students’ narratives about crying and tears, this chapter examines 
Chinese students’ desires for authenticity and affective sensibility as hallmarks of 
meaningful personhood. The prioritizing of affects in defining a “substantial” experience, 
I argue, has marked significant departure from how tears and emotions were understood 
in traditional Chinese culture. At the same time, these narratives about authentic emotions 
– which students often interpreted to be a manifestation of Western modernity and 
individualism – simultaneously embodied collectivist ideals and socialist morality. 
Exploring the paradoxes and ambiguities in students’ rationalization of their participatory 
experiences, this chapter shows how individuality cultivation were collectivistic to its 
core in the ethnographic context of urban China.  
 
“China’s Universities are Watery”  
I overheard the following conversation as I walked with Qun and Xiaona one 
evening. We were on our way back to the dormitory after a meeting to prepare for a 
summer camp for teenagers in an impoverished village.88 The two freshmen continued to 
discuss their lesson plans as we walked. They eventually came to the conclusion that they 
wanted to share how wonderful their college experience was in order to motivate these 
                                                        
88 This is the summer camp in which Bolin, who is depicted in the following story about tears, participated.  
I will go into more details about this “Sprout Education Initiatives” in chapter seven.  
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struggling teenagers to study for the college entrance exam. They talked briefly about 
how they could inspire by setting good personal examples as high-achieving college 
students, until Xiaona brought up a question: “but what are we supposed to tell them, if 
we are not going to talk about the bad stuff?” Qun stared at her blankly for two second, 
and then shrugged her shoulders. The conversation quickly turned into a heated debate 
about the values of higher education, in which the two freshmen bitterly expressed their 
frustrations and confusions after spending half a year in the university. Qun told the 
following story:  
I have a relative who sells roasted sweet potatoes for a living. He works 
only the winter months of the year. After deducting rent and other living 
expenses, he earns a net profit of up to 60,000 yuan (around 10,000 USD) 
every year. After working for a few years, he used his savings to buy a 
plowing machine. He rented it out to farmers, and soon made enough 
profits to acquire a second one. Now he earns about 300,000 yuan (around 
50,000 USD) a year and lives comfortably. Do you think a university 
lecturer can ever make 300,000 yuan a year? If finding a job is the sole 
purpose of studying in the university, why should anyone bother to get a 
Ph.D.? One would be much better off selling sweet potatoes! 
 
Xiaona responded immediately: 
I am really fed up with this cultural mentality in China. Everybody thinks 
that a college student has to find a job immediately after graduation. I 
really don’t like this fixed assumption. It feels as if college education is 
useful just for job hunting. Why can’t I go to the university just to improve 
my personal qualities (提升素质)? I wish a college education would be 
worth more than a job.  
 
Qun continued to talk about what the ideal college experience should be like: 
One really does not need a college degree to find a job. What one learns in 
the core curriculum is pretty useless in the job market anyway. […] 
Universities in China just don’t have the proper ambiance for studying. No 
one studies until a few days before the exam. What is the use of studying 
just for a week in the entire academic year? I don’t think I have learned 
anything in class! […] I hope to spend more time reading. A well-read 
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person is very different from everybody else in her elegant ways of talking 
and conducting herself.   
 
Xiaona nodded in agreement: 
I really want to read more as well. Everybody else was always cynical 
about reading. They always say that by senior year one would have 
already forgotten what one had read during her freshman year… 
Everybody says that it is important to be all-rounded. But we are stuck in 
the classroom all the time. We don’t even pay attention in lectures. […] I 
don’t even know why I am still staying in the university. I think I want to 
finish my study because I need my college diploma. [pause] After all I 
need that for job or graduate school applications.  
 
In this conversation, the students asked two sets of questions. First, what was a 
university education good for? Did the purpose of education go beyond career 
preparation? Second, did education necessarily have to happen inside the classroom? Qun 
wanted a stable job and income after graduation, but realized that hopes for social 
mobility were not realized in education but in entrepreneurship. Xiaona, on the other 
hand, was more concerned about cultivating knowledge and “personal qualities.” 
Nevertheless, she was also realistic enough to know that her wish for a more well-
rounded education had to be secondary to practical considerations about future job 
prospects. The Chinese university experience had disappointed them both.  
The students’ frustrations were not totally unfounded. In the 1970s and 1980s, a 
college degree would directly translated into guaranteed employment in state institutions. 
The explicit goal of higher education was to train technical specialists and professionals 
who made direct contributions to the socialist economy. The central government assumed 
total control over the supply and demand of skilled labors. Students entered the university 
with disciplinary majors predetermined. They were expected to learn everything that they 
  
123 
needed to know for their future career in the classroom. College graduates were then 
assigned to their work units (danwei, 单位) for lifelong employment. Under this 
“assignment system” (分配), there was no need for young people to explore beyond the 
formal curriculum.  
The assignment system, however, was no longer feasible after market reform in 
late 1980s, when the state gradually gave up its monopoly over all spheres of production. 
A constructing public economy, with its functions continuously taken away by an 
expanding private market, was no longer large enough to take in all university graduates. 
In 1993, the state officially gave up its role in matching university graduates with 
employers. The new job allocation system was referred to as a “two-way” or “mutual 
choice” (双向选择) mechanism, under which job seekers and employers were 
responsible for seeking each other out in job fairs and “talent markets” (人才市场) 
(Agelasto 1998:265; Hoffman 2010:61-62). Securing a job upon graduation was no 
longer a guarantee. A job market dominated by private enterprises called for different 
skill sets. Starting from the 1980s, it was no longer enough to earn good grades and to 
prove political allegiance in the university. College graduates had to develop more well-
rounded abilities, such as communication and interpersonal skills, in order to excel in a 
market economy.  
Unfortunately, most Chinese universities were not adapting quickly enough to 
these new demands in the rapidly changing socio-economy. Over the last decade, there 
had been increasing complaints about college graduates’ low employability because of 
their lack of professional competency, dedication, ethics, and emotional endurance. It 
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was pointed out that universities did not prepare students adequately with generic skills in 
communication, problem-solving, innovation, entrepreneurship, and career planning 
capacity that were essential for employment (Wang, Liu, and Lai 2012:338-339). There 
was an increasing realization that the Chinese university education was becoming arcane 
and irrelevant. Universities were not doing a good enough job to equip students with the 
wide array of skills and exposures for competition in the new marketplace.  
Since Deng Xiaoping’s market reforms and privatization in the 1980s, 
unemployment continued to plague the educated labor force. The highly educated became 
the prime victim of a transitional socialist economy that struggled to reorient itself in the 
new global market place. In a survey study in 2011, unemployment rate among university 
graduates between 21 and 25 was four times higher than those who had attained only 
elementary level of education in the same age cohort.89 In Guangdong Province - where 
SCU was situated - there were over one million young job seekers with diplomas from 
college and other higher education institutions in 2011. In this part of China where 
economic growth was the most prosperous nation-wide, employment rate of fresh college 
graduates was 94.76%, but their salary remained low at around 2,500 yuan (around 420 
USD) a month.90 In other parts of China, the average starting salary for college graduates 
was 1,500 yuan (around 250 USD) per month, only slightly higher than that of migrant 
                                                        
89 Davis, Bob (2013) “Chinese College Graduates Play It Safe and Lose Out.” The Wall Street Journal. 
March 26, 2013. Accessed on April 1, 2013 at 
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324678604578340530200654140.html. 
90 Kuang, Yingbing, Hua Wu, and Jelong Lin (2012) “The Halting of thirteen years of crazy enrollment 
expansion: the three negative impacts of Kuozhao” (“13年疯狂扩招终叫停 高校扩招凸显三大弊端”). 
Xinxi Shibao (Information Times). April 27, 2012. Accessed on March 3, 2014 at 
http://news.sciencenet.cn/htmlnews/2012/4/263309.shtm.  
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workers without high school diplomas. Another source cited that in 2012, the average 
salary for a college graduate in Guangdong province was 2,795 yuan per month, which 
added up to about 35,000 yuan per year, an equivalent to 5,800 USD.91 
If the figure that Qun cited was accurate, her sweet-potato-selling-uncle earned 
almost two times as much when he started his business. An intellectual did not nearly 
earn as much as a hawker of sweet potatoes could. Whereas the monthly wage of migrant 
workers had seen an increase of about 70% since 2003, the starting salary of college 
graduates had stayed stagnant for almost a decade.92 College education had raised the 
hope for but did not deliver the reality of social mobility. Since Chinese parents and 
children had invested heavy hopes and resources in higher education, they were reluctant 
to compromise for lower wages in the job market. Driven by the faint hopes that they 
could make it big in the cities, unemployed college graduates clustered in big cities in 
search for opportunities. They worked menial jobs to cover their bills while desperately 
searching for better jobs that could turn into careers. These clusters of urban poor had 
become a significant population that came to be called the “ant tribe” (蚁族). Like ants, 
these young graduates were hardworking and highly educated (“intelligent”), and yet they 
were trapped in the lowest rung of the social ladder (Lian 2009).  
                                                        
91 Lei, Yu (2013). “A 11% increase in salary among college graduates last year” (“去年大学生平均薪酬
涨11%.”) Nanfang Ribao (South China Daily). April 2, 2013. Accessed on March 3, 2014 at 
http://epaper.nfdaily.cn/html/2013-04/02/content_7178699.htm.  
92 Chin, Josh (2010). “Value of a Chinese College Degree: $44?” Wall Street Journal, China Realtime 
Report. November 22, 2010. Accessed on March 5, 2014 at 
http://blogs.wsj.com/chinarealtime/2010/11/22/value-of-a-chinese-college-degree-44/.  
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Besides a transitioning socio-economy, mistakes in policy making were also to 
blame for exacerbating graduate unemployment. Under the policy of enrollment 
expansion (gaoxiao kuozhao, “kuozhao,” 高校扩招), the student population grew 
exponentially since 1999. Percentage of university enrollment reached 24.2% of the 
eligible age cohort in 2010, creating a large labor force with high employment 
expectations that the market was not ready to absorb (Wang, Liu, and Lai 2012). In 1990, 
only 2% of each age cohort enrolled in tertiary education. In order to qualify China for 
being a modern state with “mass tertiary education,” the government set a goal in 1999 to 
raise the percentage to the World Bank’s threshold of 15% in ten years. As a result, there 
was massive effort to upgrade two-year-professional schools to four-year-colleges. 
Universities were delegated more authority to expand course offerings and to accept self-
paying students.  
 
Table 4.1. Number of student enrollment in institutions of higher education in China (per 10,000 
people in eligible age cohort).  
Source: Bai 2006, Hayhoe 2005, Wang, Liu, and Lai 2012.  
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The goal of 15% was eventually reached in 2002, eight years earlier than 
originally planned (Bai 2006:128). The result, however, was skyrocketing graduate 
unemployment. It was apparent that the Chinese economy was not ready to support the 
employment demand created by the sudden increase in college graduates. Among the 
class of 2003 – the first graduating class since the beginning of Kuozhao in 1999 – the 
employment rate was 64.7%. This percentage sharply decreased to 50% by June 2003 
and continued to plummet in the next two years (Wang, Liu, and Lai 2012:337). In 2008, 
the Ministry of Education decided to call off the enrollment expansion policy because the 
pace of expansion had been “too rushed.”  
Despite the government’s retraction of its policy, the decade of kuozhao had 
already done its damage not only to the job prospect of young graduates, but also to the 
pride and prestige associated with a college degree. Much had changed since the Socialist 
era when university graduates were considered “the proud children of Heaven” (天之骄
子). A student informant sighed, “‘college student’ is no longer an identity of which one 
could be proud nowadays.” At a time when even a decent job upon graduation had 
become too much to ask for, Chinese youth faced tremendous social pressure and familial 
expectations to be economically productive right away after graduation. Qun and Xiaona 
were critical about the utilitarian character of college education, but they found it difficult 
to fight the expectations to conform. The Chinese university system in the 2010s were 
failing: a university diploma no longer promised a stable career, but offered little in its 
stead. 
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The universities’ empty promises of job and prestige were a wake-up call for 
reforming China’s tertiary education. Reforms were certainly underway, but the pace of 
change was still lagging far behind the rapid transformations in China’s socio-economic 
conditions. Haunted by the institutional set-up and cultural expectations for specialization 
and professional preparation, the formal curriculum was slow to adapt. Up until today, 
university enrollment was centrally controlled by a quota-based system. Many students 
picked their schools and academic majors with their grades and future employment 
prospects - not personal interests - as their primary concerns in mind. It remained difficult 
for students to explore outside of their academic disciplines because of heavy course load 
and major requirements.  
It was under this social backdrop of economic transitions and universities’ 
identity crises that extra-curricular activities and student organizations gradually gained 
recognition and popularity on college campuses. As Qun and Xiaona pointed out, 
students were not happy that the formal curriculum offered little relevant training, but ate 
too much into students’ time and energy for other meaningful or pleasurable pursuits 
outside of the classrooms. On Chinese campuses in the 2010s, there was a growing 
recognition that the classroom was inadequate in equipping students with the knowledge 
and experiences that they needed. Even though students were still expected to prioritize 
their academic studies, student organizations and informal education became an 
increasingly essential supplement to a meaningful college experience.  
 
Meaning Seeking in Extra-Curricular Education 
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 As Qun and Xiaona continued to talk about the value of higher education, the 
depressing tone of the conversation briefly subsided as Qun brought up on-campus 
organization as an important part of her college experience: 
I am very involved in student organizations. Preparations for 
organizational events are exhausting and time-consuming. I often work on 
associational stuff till very late at night. Sometimes I even skip classes 
before major organizational events, or work on promotional materials in 
class while the lecturer is not looking.  
(Xiaona nods to acknowledge that she, too, had similar experience.)  
Nevertheless, I feel that the experience has made me a better person [...] I 
have become more even-tempered. I have also become more mature in 
handling business tasks and interpersonal relationships. Oh, and I am 
building up my social network. I met a lot of people through student 
organizations.  
 
 Xiaona concurred that organizational involvement was rewarding and that social 
connections (人脉) would eventually become the most useful social capital one could 
amass in college. Nevertheless, she was more skeptical about how much organizational 
engagement could change one’s college experience: “But organizational involvement 
doesn’t last long. It is too tiring. One will have to resign eventually after a year.” Qun 
agreed: 
Right… most people only engage for a year. One has to step down 
(withdraw from responsible posts) eventually. Those who stay longer than 
that often have other motivations. Some people are frank in admitting that 
they stay for the second or third year just because they can then ascend to 
become team leaders and even associational presidents. They want the 
shiny titles on their resumes.   
 
 In the previous dialogue, Qun and Xiaona were frustrated about the lack of 
substance in their university education. Here, they found in extra-curricular organizations 
the meaning and rewards that they were unable to find in the formal curriculum. They 
were able to improve their abilities and temperaments, both aspects of an all-rounded 
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person that a university experience ought to help cultivating. They felt that they had 
improved themselves from their participatory experiences. Student organizations had 
made them more desirable future employees not only because of the extra entry that the 
experience had added on their resumes. More importantly, the experience gave them the 
skills and exposures that would equip them better for confronting challenges in the work 
place and in their future course of life. Organizational participation complemented the 
type of education that they had found missing in the university classroom.  
 Qun and Xiaona’s suspicion about their peers’ “utilitarian” motivations was also 
interesting. They suspected that upper-class participants stayed in student organizations 
only for purposes such as resume building and career preparation. They were not as 
“sincere” as thirsty newcomers were. At the same time, their conversation cited above 
were heavily oriented towards the utility of finding a job. They made no mention of the 
intrinsic rewards of friendship besides talking about the instrumental aspect of making 
friends for networking purposes.93 Even though Qun and Xiaona were critical of their 
peers’ utilitarian orientation, they themselves were not able to articulate their 
disappointment in the failing university without evoking conventional expectations that 
glorified the instrumentality of a university diploma.  
My continuous interactions with students reinforced this impression that 
discursive rationales were not adequate to capture the “substance” that students were 
                                                        
93 In Habits of the Heart (1996 [1985]), Robert Bellah et. al. write extensively about how restricted 
vocabulary coincides with and is constructing a limited way of understanding relationships. They also 
discuss in length that the instrumental values in friendship can be countered by expressivity, which I found 
to be true in my informants’ turning to the expressions of authentic tears in substantiating meaningful 
experiences. I will continue to develop this argument in the rest of this chapter. 
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looking for in associational activities. Qun and Xiaona felt that what was missing from 
formal university education was more than what money and salary could quantify. They 
were not satisfied with their experience not only because the university failed to deliver 
its promises of job and prestige. They also questioned whether these should constitute the 
goal of education in the first place. Their frustrations came in part from the difficulties to 
articulate these desires.  
 In these situations, the ethnographic approach of participant-observation was 
useful for capturing aspirations and hesitations that students seldom articulated in words. 
The following two narratives about crying and tears were encounters through which I 
realized the true rewards of organizational participation lay in subjective experiences of 
emotional outbreaks that even students themselves found it difficult to admit and 
rationalize. These two vignettes show that the key to meaning seeking in the “watery” 
world was to internalize and express the painful external realities in the form of “tears.” 
Times had changed so that material needs and financial compensations were no longer 
enough to satisfy these young people. “Substance” had to be found by the soul-searching 
process of looking inward and expressing feelings outwardly.  
 
From “Water” to “Tears”: In Search for Authenticity 
The following two stories about tears illustrate what students found to be 
meaningful, and explain the attraction of volunteering activities in terms of its potential to 
deliver intense emotions and consequently a substantial experience. Tears, which are 
understood by Chinese as “water” generated by genuine emotions, were embodied 
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symbols that established a meaningful relationship between an individual and the external 
world. “Substance” was not located in objective experiences, but in the extent to which 
individual participants were able to personally relate to their experiences. Students took 
part in extra-curricular activities hoping to be “moved” (感動). The particular form of 
“substance” in personal connections and affective sensibilities indicated students’ rising 
concerns about authenticity in their imagination about meaningful personhood. The 
contextual reasons for the emergence of this value and its peculiar expressions in 
contemporary China are useful for examining the processes and characteristics of 
individualization among elite youth in China.  
 
Narrative #1: the Inability to Cry after a Meaningful Experience 
The first narrative about shedding tears came from Bolin, one of my thirty-one 
teammates with whom I helped to run a two-week summer camp in a rural village.94 It 
was the last night of the trip. Earlier that day, we bid the middle- and high-schoolers 
goodbye in the classrooms. Some children were very sad to see us leave.95 They had 
enjoyed our company because we had become not only their tutors and mentors, but also 
friends and sibling-like companions who were patient enough to listen to and spend time 
with them. Before we entered the village two weeks earlier, we were already warned by 
volunteers from previous years that the last day of the summer camp was usually an 
                                                        
94 Volunteering for summer camps was a popular activities among college students. I will discuss more 
about summer volunteer experiences in rural China in chapter seven.  
95 “Children” might not be the best term to use. The program we served was catered for teenagers of twelve 
to nineteen years old. Some of these “children” were even older than some freshman volunteers. I use the 
term “children” here to differentiate them from the “college students” who came to volunteer as mentors 
and teachers.  
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emotional day. We should nevertheless try to “restrain our emotion” and not to cry in 
front of our tutees. Crying at that point would just intensify our temporary relationship 
with the children. It would only make them feel bitter and betrayed after we left.  
Most of the volunteers ended up crying anyway. We had spent two intensive 
weeks getting to know and like the children as individuals. We personally tutored them, 
played basketball and table tennis with them, read their daily journals, listened to their 
troubles with schoolwork and family, and shared many jokes and secrets together. The 
severing of the relationship was as dramatic for the volunteers as it was for the children. 
We cared a lot about the children, but everybody understood that we might never see 
each other again. There were only three volunteers who neither burst out in tears with 
some children, nor quietly shed tears with fellow teammates at some point that day. I was 
one of the stoic three. There was also this girl who had admitted early on that she failed 
to establish connections with the children and that she would much rather had spent the 
summer break with her boyfriend. 
The third person who did not shed tears was Bolin, a hardworking and extremely 
dedicated young man who taught our physics classes. Bolin was the youngest in the team. 
At the age of seventeen, the rising sophomore was even younger than some high-
schoolers whom we tutored. However, Bolin always joked that he was “old and mature at 
heart.” Bolin was always one of the last ones to leave the teachers’ office at night. I 
remember him for being very serious in class preparation, and his getting upset when 
children did not understand the long mathematical formulas that he put on the 
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blackboard. After the regular class hours, I often found Bolin sitting with struggling 
children to guide them through algebraic drills.  
Besides being a patient teacher, Bolin was also a delightful teammate to have. He 
was always willing to carry the heaviest bags for the team, and to pick up the worst 
cleaning and cooking tasks that everybody wanted to avoid. He did a lot of backstage 
work – such as manning the small library and cataloging our resources – that were 
appreciated but not often publicly acknowledged. Friendly, diligent, and responsible, 
Bolin was a well-liked character in the team. Two students had told me in personal 
conversations that the trip would not have worked this smoothly without Bolin’s 
contributions.   
Bolin and I had never been very close. That was why I felt slightly surprised when 
he opened up to me on the night before we left the village. Physically and emotionally 
exhausted after the tearful farewell that day, a few students and I went to the school 
courtyard to relax after our celebratory dinner. Some girls were recounting stories about 
what had happened during the volunteering trip, while Bolin and I, each with a can of 
beer in our hands, sat side by side in silence and stared into the starry sky. I was thinking 
about how to organize my experience in my field notes. Bolin, too, seemed to be deep in 
his thoughts.  
After a while, Bolin turned to me abruptly and asked: “How is your research 
going? Did you find out anything about people and psychology?” I found it a little odd 
that he had picked such a broad and impersonal question to strike a conversation. I gave 
him my usual clarification of how psychology differed from anthropology, that I was 
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more interested in collective behaviors rather than individuals’ psychological reactions. 
Bolin looked slightly disappointed. He paused, and ventured to ask, “so are you not 
familiar with human psychology? Do you know why people cry?” It was then I realized 
that Bolin was not asking me a general question just to start a polite conversation. He had 
something in mind about which he wanted to talk and seek advice.  
Bolin went on to confess that he was concerned about his inability to shed tears 
earlier in the day when he bid his favorite tutees goodbye. He was sad to leave the 
village, but he could not express the emotion as easily as his peers could. He also told me 
that he had similar feelings of being ostracized during his uncle’s funeral a few months 
ago. He had a close relationship with the deceased, but he just could not bring himself to 
tears when the uncle passed away. Bolin wondered if he was “abnormal” and “not being 
human enough,” that he was never able to take part in the deeply human experience of 
crying. “It is human nature to be able to cry when one feels sad,” he said, “but I don’t 
even remember the last time that I shed tears.” 
It was obvious that Bolin was craving an intense emotional experience. He felt 
that his volunteering trip was not complete because he did not cry. Bolin felt left out from 
the collective even though he went through the summer camp with everyone else. He 
even had doubt over his normalcy as a human being because he did not cry as most of the 
rest of his peers did. Bolin knew that he felt sad, but he was not able to express his 
sadness in a dramatic and visible way. He was not only looking for the experience of 
being “moved,” but he also wanted an external manifestation that was consistent with his 
feelings inside.  
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As I contemplated Bolin’s confession that night, it occurred to me that senior 
volunteers had cautioned us repeatedly to restrain our crying on departure not because 
they were worried about upsetting the children. They were in fact trying to get us excited 
about the trip and to renew our determination to finish the journey despite the rough 
living conditions in the rural school. The implicit understanding was that the heart-felt 
emotions that would inevitably erupt when leaving were what many students sought. The 
attractive possibility of suddenly crying would support students through the hardship, 
workload, and occasional boredom in the village. The fact that most participants ended 
up in tears was probably one of the major reasons why the summer option of volunteering 
in rural schools was so popular among college students. Most student volunteers I talked 
to did not plan on sustaining involvement in volunteering and rural education in the long 
run, but many had expressed interests to “go rural” (下鄉) at least once when they were 
still in college.  
In a sense, the summer camps were covertly designed to compel tear shedding. 
For the two short but intensive weeks, college students were removed from their comfort 
zones. Their consequent need to rely on peer support quickly led to the cultivation of 
strong emotional connections among all participants, especially between the college 
students and the local children. The collective mood of solidarity was then followed by a 
sudden rupture of the relationship. The intensity and dramatic progression of building and 
then dismantling emotional bonds made the students feel the loss of connection and a 
sense of vulnerability. All these factors were a good recipe to induce tears. Bolin was 
upset exactly because he was expecting tears but could not find any, even though he went 
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through all the rituals that had worked for his peers and predecessors. The tears that Bolin 
wanted to shed could only come from himself, but he also wanted to cry because 
everybody else cried.  
Bolin did not understand how the others attained the flow of tears while he did 
not, even though he was just as dedicated and immersed in the volunteering experience as 
his teammates were. He continued to ask me whether girls could cry easier than boys 
could. I did not know how to answer his question, but could not help finding his gendered 
concerns amusing. Bolin saw the common association of femininity with more fragile 
emotions a natural privilege that his female teammates enjoyed. The absence of tears was 
almost a disgrace because it indicated to himself and to his peers that he was not making 
the most out of the trip, and that he was emotionally “cold.” He feared that either he was 
not doing things right in the first place (though he thought he was), or that he was not 
“normal” like everyone else. The implicit message was that a volunteer could easily fake 
devotion in serving the children and fellow teammates because services were performed 
behaviors. Emotional responses, however, were considered to be much more genuine and 
difficult to fake. Tears, which came from inside, signified that one was expressing one’s 
heart-felt feelings. Shedding tears was the most substantial antithesis to “watery” and 
superficiality because it was the moment when genuine feelings were revealed, 
displaying an authentic unity between the performance of devotion and the emotional 
expression of sadness at the loss of connection.  
 
Narrative #2: Crying after a Meaningful Experience 
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The main character of the second narrative of tears was Jianshan, the much 
respected chairperson of the prestigious ASO, who recounted his story at the last meeting 
of the semester. It was the last time that this cohort of about fifty ASO officers formally 
convened. Only a quarter of the meeting attendees would be able to stay in the 
organization in the next academic year. Freshman officers organized themselves into 
groups to present powerpoint slides and videos that they had prepared to thank the 
mentoring sophomores and juniors before they formally resigned from their 
organizational duties.  
Towards the end of the meeting, Lijing, a division leader of sophomore standing, 
decided to give thanks to her fellow friends and colleagues who had supported her 
through her two years at ASO. She said, “I am so glad to see that we are all sitting here 
today… you might think that you have not learned as much as you have hoped at ASO, 
but you probably have learned more than you give yourself credit for…” She could not 
say anything beyond these first two lines because she started sobbing. Some students 
started giggling compassionately about how silly she was, and some went to pat her on 
the shoulder and passed her some Kleenex. Everybody in the room was smiling, and 
Lijing herself was crying and laughing at the same time. Right after the meeting, 
someone posed pictures of the crying girl in online school forums and weibo (Chinese 
twitter). The gesture was not to humiliate Lijing, but to brag to the larger student body 
that the ASO experience was so intense and intimate that participants could be moved to 
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tears. The young woman’s tears were a proud sign that ASO was a truly “loving 
family.”96 
At the end of the meeting before the group proceeded to a restaurant for an end-
of-semester celebration, chairperson Jianshan stood up to make his final speech. He 
started his fifteen-minute speech not by addressing the future direction of the 
organization as everyone was expecting. Instead, he took a short detour to share his 
personal experience in response to Lijing’s emotional outbreak. “I did not understand 
why girls cry so much,” the junior student said, as some of his audience let out giggles, 
“girls in my cohort cried a lot. Sometimes they cried because of stress and exhaustion 
after major events. Sometimes they cried after emotional meetings like this. I did not 
understand. Was it that necessary to cry every time? Were they not tired of crying 
already?”  
In even louder giggles from his audience, Jianshan shared the moment when he 
finally began to understand why his peers had shed tears. The year was 2010 when SCU 
was requested by the city government to recruit student volunteers for the Asian Games. 
Jianshan was a sophomore and a team leader at ASO at that time. Because of ASO’s 
close relationship with school administrators and on-campus Party representatives, the 
group was given a lot of responsibilities in coordinating the volunteering effort. ASO 
officers were responsible for welcoming local and foreign guests, as well as sorting out 
their seating arrangements. The pressure was tremendous because they could allow no 
                                                        
96 Chapter five investigates the motif of “loving family” as an indication of a successful student 
organization.  
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room for mistakes. They had to prepare multiple contingency plans to make sure that the 
actual event would be flawless. “We worked very hard for months,” Jianshan recalled, “it 
was a very important event, and everyone was proud and excited about the opportunity to 
get involved. […] We were given responsibilities that a regular student could not even 
have dreamed about. For example, we were asked to select ten deserving students to 
share the honor of passing the torch in the opening ceremony. We were in control of all 
the quotas for the entire student body at SCU! It showed how much school administrators 
trusted us.”  
With the valuable opportunity came heavy responsibilities and hard work. 
Jianshan said that the officers hardly slept for weeks. They even cut classes to rush the 
preparation. He said, “it was a lot of work, and the process was frustrating. Official 
instructions changed all the time, sometimes at the very last minute. If you have ever 
wondered why we have so many bottles of water in our storage unit, they were all left-
overs from the Asian Games. We spent so much time counting the bottles and moving 
them around the night before, only to find that we did not even have the chance to 
distribute the bottles at the actual event.”  
In the end, they made mistakes, but they delivered satisfactory performance. It 
was, however, difficult to tell whether the experience was worth all the hard work. 
Because most ASO volunteers did not sleep at all the night before the opening ceremony, 
many slept through the big day for which they had worked so hard. They did not even get 
to enjoy the fruit of their labor because they were utterly exhausted by the preparation. 
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“After the opening day, all I had wanted was to crash in bed immediately and to sleep for 
three days straight,” Jianshan said.  
The Asian Games opening day was the event that finally prompted Jianshan to 
tears. “We were elated after we finished cleaning up. It was finally over! All of the girls 
cried, and I cried a little as well,” Jianshan added with a grin, “not a lot. I shed a few 
tears. But I did cry.” He went on to explain that he cried not because he was able to 
participate in such an once-in-a-lifetime mega event. He cried because of all the hard 
work and sleepless nights that he and his peers had went through. Ultimately, it was the 
common experience that “we were all in it together” that enlightened Jianshan about the 
value of his participation. His classmates all envied him for being able to take such an 
active role in the Asian Games, but he knew very well that the most valuable had come 
not from the magnitude of the event itself but the emotions that had welled up as a result 
of the collective experience. He summed up his story with a smile: “it is the team 
experience that will stay with me forever. […] To be honest, I am not as engaged [in 
ASO] this year as I was last year. What I have experienced in my sophomore year was 
very different. The tears that I have shed were very different. I cried for a few times 
during my sophomore year, but I have not shed a tear at all this year.” 
Jianshan’s narrative expressed more ambivalence towards crying than Bolin’s. He 
did attempt to set his own crying experience apart from that of his peers by emphasizing 
that he tried not to shed tears publicly. He also rationalized why he had cried to show that 
he did not “cry for anything and everything” like girls did. Nevertheless, it was obvious 
that he, too, had linked tears to a meaningful organizational experience of participation in 
  
142 
the collective. Being an experienced and respected organizational leader, Jianshan never 
admitted that he joined ASO hoping to be moved. He described his tears after the Asian 
Games opening day not in dramatic terms, but as a quiet, genuine, and personal 
experience of pride. He never intended to cry, but he did anyway. Unlike Bolin who set 
off to look for tears, Jianshan’s narration depicted tears as a pleasant surprise, and as an 
authentic indicator of his commitment to the group. His unintended encounter with tears 
had made his lesson the more valuable. 
I found Jianshan’s confession of crying particularly powerful, but also confusing, 
considering that he had spent the entire academic year advising his junior officers about 
the values of stoicism. In fact, right after sharing his story of crying, Jianshan went back 
to his scripted speech about how a composed temperament and the ability to stay cool 
under pressure were the most important leadership quality that he had cultivated over his 
three years at ASO. His final words of wisdom to his junior officers before he stepped 
down as the organizational chairperson, in other words, were about the art of controlling 
one’s expressive self. No one but I seemed to have noticed the incongruence between his 
pride in both his tears and his skills of effective emotional control. In any case, the 
narrative has shown that even a proud and highly respected student leader like Jianshan 
was not ashamed of recounting in public his tear shedding moment. He knew very well 
that the story was not going to undermine his authority and legacy in the organization. On 
the contrary, Jianshan’s personal narrative disclosed his emotional vulnerability and 
helped the at-times detached student leader to establish a more humane connection with 
his audience. 
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It is always easier to comprehend and theorize rational motivations than 
seemingly less rational ones. When being asked why they wanted to participate in 
volunteering activities, no student would tell me that they got themselves involved in 
order to experience a potential emotional turmoil. Nevertheless, my observations and 
conversations with students showed that many of them signed up for volunteering 
opportunities hoping to be affected, to invigorate and express their passion, and to get in 
touch with what they took to be their inner selves. Crying was the most direct 
manifestation of these desires. The craving for genuine and intensive emotional outbreak 
was difficult to articulate, and yet students recognized these moments to be extremely 
valuable in rendering participation substantial and meaningful. The expressive response 
to the pressures and departures of the external world – figuratively represented by the 
collective transformation of “water” into “tears” – was the very moment when students 
attained satisfaction and fulfillment in extra-curricular activities.  
 
Tears: Authentic Performance and Ritualized Spontaneity 
 In Psychoanalytic literature, “authenticity” – the desire to be genuine, and to 
travel the path that is more “unconventional” and “arduous” – is important for 
maintaining functional psychological dynamics (Thompson 2005:145). Prominent figures 
in the field such as Wilfred Bion and Donald Winnicott have suggested that the ability to 
truly know and to feel oneself is integral to knowledge acquisition and personal growth. 
“Authenticity” as a subjective experience brings a seeking individual to a clearer 
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perception and realization of her wishes and desires. The desire to remain true to oneself 
sustains an authentic individual even in the face of adversity.97 
  From a cultural standpoint, however, the desire for the “sincere, essential, natural, 
original, and real” (Lindholm 2007:1) is neither a given nor a social universal. 
“Authenticity” in this dissertation is used as an analytical category. I found no equivalent 
folk terminology that students used to describe this sentiment that Euro-American 
audience would easily identify to be “authentic.”98 In one of the earliest studies about 
“authenticity,” Lionel Trilling (1972) traces the emergence of authenticity to sixteen-
century Europe when the honest presentation of self became a moral quality as 
hierarchical feudal relationships disintegrated. Its emergence was also supported by the 
scientific revolution, moral convictions of the newly rising Protestant bourgeoisie, and 
increasing contacts with the “Others” through voyages and explorations, all were socio-
cultural development specific to the context of sixteen-century-western-Europe 
(Lindholm 2007:4). Confucian Chinese culture, for instance, is an example where the 
“ritual orientations” of the “performative, repetitive, subjunctive, antidiscursive, and 
social” tend to privilege the “sincere orientations” of the “indicative, unique, discursive, 
and private” (Seligman et. al. 2008:115). The Chinese definition of sincerity requires 
only the enactment of civility, not so much the consistency with inner feeling (Solomon 
                                                        
97 I thank Andrea Chiovenda for his alerting me about the psychoanalytic literature and the work of 
William Bion.  
98 Seligman and Weller (2008 and 2012) discuss problems with translation when interpreting the concept of 
“sincerity.”  
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1971:110). It is more important to respect and honor ritualistic conventions in social 
interactions, rather than to present a sincere representation of self. 
  The “natural” association between emotions and authenticity, too, is a contextual 
invention. In traditional Chinese culture, public expressions of tears were considered 
melodramatic, childish, manipulative (Huang 2009:128), and sometimes connected to 
madness (Potter S. 1988:196). In rural China, Potter claims that sincere visible 
expressions of emotions, which in some cultures were idealized to be the pinnacle of 
honest expressions of selves and genuine social relationships, were just “irrelevant 
idiosyncrasies of no intrinsic importance to the social order (Potter S. 1988:194). Crying 
in public was not generally encouraged, unless in monitored ritual contexts such as 
funerals and weddings, where it was often performed by professional mourners who 
could cry on cue (Watson and Rawski eds. 1988). Thus, the desire for authentic 
spontaneous tears that my student informants articulated was not “natural” in the 
traditional Chinese conceptualization of emotions and moral personhood.  
 In somewhat different ways, the two stories above presented how Chinese 
understandings of tears have changed. Bolin in the first story regarded tears as a natural 
human universal. He felt that he could not truthfully evaluate whether he was properly 
saddened by leaving the children because he could not cry like everybody else did. In the 
second story, Jianshan talked about tears as a proud attainment for the deserving. His 
tears were more valuable than his peers’ because they were shed at the right time for the 
right reason by the person who usually showed the most emotional control. Common to 
both stories was an unquestioned acceptance of tears as a natural extension of inner 
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emotional state. Tears were assumed by both to be an authentic and spontaneous 
emotional reaction when the inner experience of and external representation of self were 
consistent, particularly on occasions when a gradual build-up and sudden collapse of 
participatory collective action occurred. There was no question of why this should not be 
so.  
 What students wanted from their search for tears, then, was direct emotional 
expression. They wanted to transcend the watery by invigorating their sensitivity to feel 
and to connect. They were looking inwards for meanings, rather than seeking social 
acceptance and public affirmation. In a sense, this inward-looking impulse epitomizes the 
individualization in Chinese societies that scholars and the Chinese public were 
concerned about. Young people were prioritizing themselves and their own feelings to 
cultivating meaningful changes in the social world. The two students took part in services 
to the city and fellow nationals, and at least a major part of what they wanted was to cry.  
 While the pursuit of expressions of personal feeling is not an unfair 
characterization of my student informants’ aspiration, it should also be noted that their 
journeys for personal enlightenment were always reliant on the collective. Both Bolin and 
Jianshan were heavily dependent on the collectives for the realization of tears. Bolin had 
hoped that the building and severing of emotional dependence on his teammates and the 
children could evoke a sad enough feeling to induce tears. For Jianshan, he understood 
his tears to be the direct result of a memorable collective experience. Even though the 
pursuit for emotional outbreaks might be personal to its core, both students understood 
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that they would not have been able to attain the transcendence without the help of the 
collective.99 
 Furthermore, while tears were supposed to be a personal quest, it was a goal that 
everybody in the collective wanted to attain. It was the desire to nurture this personal 
desire that propelled students to faithfully follow the footsteps of their predecessors in 
their search for meanings and the shedding of tears. I found few elements of originality 
and individualistic expressions in these pursuits of tears. Because there was no sure 
recipe to induce tears, students’ best guarantee was to imitate what had worked for other 
people. The journeys, in other words, were not conducive to promoting individuality, 
only the collective experience of personal emotions. Some individuals, like Bolin, might 
fail in the process. 
 As a result, crying among Chinese students was “authentic” in the sense that it 
signaled the consistency between internal feeling and external representation, but their 
pursuits did not imply a connection to originality and rarity as it was supposed to connote 
in Western societies. Students embraced these new pursuits for authenticity and affective 
sensibilities as indicative of “modern” and “autonomous” personhood. At the same time, 
their understandings still bore obvious traces to how tears were conceptualized in 
traditional Chinese culture as being performative and ritualistic. The privilege of inner 
feeling did not negate the equal importance of the performance of tears. Tears were 
                                                        
99 There are parallels to be drawn with Andrea Muehlebach’s description of the “moral neoliberals” in Italy 
who “hinges precisely on such heavy sentimentalism, fantasies of spontaneous and unmediated affective 
communion between individuals, and visions of a society self-regulated through heartfelt individual feeling 
rather than the state. The moral neoliberal, like its liberal forebear, exhibits just such an oscillation between 
and mirror imaging of markets and morals, ‘reason’ and sentiments" (2012:30).  
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supposed to be spontaneous, and yet they were prescribed through highly ritualized 
recipes that involved engagement with collectives. The “autonomous self” in China 
emerged under a specific form that could only be examined through the appropriate 
socio-cultural context. Young people came to share the desires for authenticity, but the 
nuanced expression of the concept was very different from its counterparts in Western 
societies. 
 From this perspective, student organizations were directly reflective of the 
individualization processes in the Chinese society. They may have emerged out of the 
demands of young aspiring individuals who saw freedom and autonomy as integral 
components of personhood. At the same time, it should also be pointed out that 
influences internal to the existing social structures had important parts to play in fueling a 
changing imagination about meanings and education. Tears became relevant in students’ 
worldview not so much because they sought absolute autonomy and individuality, but 
because the watery university had become too suffocating. Demands for informal 
education beyond the classroom arose because formal education was failing in the 
transitioning Chinese society. Changing demands for talent and institutional failures to 
adapt all had parts to play in facilitating young people’s turning inwards in search for 
substance. Tears were an escape as much as they were a goal.  
 Student organizations as an avenue to meaning-seeking provided the opportunity 
to safely explore new possibilities without a complete withdrawal into instrumentality. 
They provided communities where the prioritizing of self and individuality was not 
immoral, but coincided with “authentic” expressions of emotional release that 
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accompanied feelings of community. I will continue to show how student activities 
continue to push the boundaries of freedom and moral responsibilities, but equally 
important to note is the lingering influence of existing cultural understandings and social 
structures limiting the extent to which innovations and individual cultivation could 
happen in the extra-curricular realm. The next two chapters discuss students’ attempts to 
put their moral ideals and creative energy into practice, and their eventual disillusionment 
in the process. Chinese students enjoyed more freedom to explore and define new 
meanings of education, but their experimentations were still unable to totally break free 
from dominating cultural ideologies and social institutions which constructed most of 
social world beyond these pockets of relative autonomy. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 “WE ARE A LOVING FAMILY”: COMMUNITY BUILDING AND  
TENSION MEDIATION IN STUDENT ORGANIZATIONS 
Qin (亲): “Dear,” a term of endearment that is often seen in conversations 
among young people both online and offline. The more traditional context 
of using the term “Qin” is in conjunction with “qinaide” (“My Dear,” 亲爱
的) to address romantic partners and close family members.  
 
The adaptation of the single character “Qin” around 2010 began when 
customer representatives at TaoBao, one of the largest online shopping 
websites in China, started using the word “Qin” in their correspondence 
with complaining customers to establish rapport. The popular adaptation 
started as a mockery to this rigid and awkward interjection of familiarity in 
economic transactions. It gradually became an acceptable way to address 
peers and acquaintances in informal occasions to convey friendship and 
affection. 
 
A student leader of junior standing explained with the following metaphor when I 
asked him why freshman officers were never trusted with decision making 
responsibilities in student organizations. He said, running a student organization was like 
building a house. In order to do the job right, participants have to specialize and 
cooperate. Some people build the walls, while others work on the pillars. Newcomers 
always have to work their way up from the lowest rank. When a new officer comes in as 
a freshman, she should take orders from her seniors so that she would learn the craft 
right. She would subsequently improve her skills through working. At this stage, she does 
not need to know what the final product would look like because all she has to do is to 
focus on perfecting the task that is given to her. There are always dropouts, because some 
are not willing to toil through the tedious and mundane work.  
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Only those with the perseverance to keep working would be promoted to 
managerial positions in their second year. By then, these managers would have earned 
their credentials to direct the team effort because they have proved from actual practice 
that they know how to build a wall themselves. They can then be shown the blueprint of 
how the walls and pillars fit together. Sitting on a cushioned chair behind a wide desk in a 
comfortably air-conditioned student office, my informant smiled: “I started from the 
lowest rank myself… the ones who finally see the big picture are the ones who manage to 
persevere until the end” (坚持到最後的).  
This house-building metaphor exemplifies two impulses in on-campus 
associational life that I will analyze in this chapter. First, implied in the metaphor is a 
structural functionalist understanding of student organizations, which is not uncommon 
among my informants. In his narration, my student informant envisioned a collective goal 
(“to build a house”) that the team should accomplish even though it might not align with 
individuals’ ambitions. There are clear divisions of labor. He saw no purpose in keeping 
redundant workers around as soon as they stopped being productive in the collective 
effort. Structural cohesion can be maintained as long as there is proper management to 
keep individuals in their assigned roles. People always come and go, but that should not 
cause much disruption because organizations always outlive the appointments of any 
individual.  
Second, a “house” metaphor joined my running list of family-related imagery that 
I had kept since the beginning of my fieldwork. While the student leader did not 
explicitly allude to family-related discourse, he depicted sophomore and junior 
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participants as mentors and managers with the authority to teach and to discipline their 
juniors. He was using a paternalistic logic to justify and normalize a natural hierarchy in 
organizational operation. It was right to keep the “big picture” away from inexperienced 
and undeserving newbies until they were able to prove their obedience, loyalty, and 
productivity. While the professed goals of extra-curricular activities were to cultivate 
creativity and individuality, its actual operation rewarded those who were willing to 
conform to the familial hierarchy.  
This chapter analyzes the use and reproduction of a running motif of family and 
kinship, through which I discuss students’ structural-functionalist interpretation of how 
extra-curricular organizations on Chinese campuses should work. Student organizations 
tried to mimic a “loving family” that operated on the foundations of emotional 
dependence and seniority-based hierarchy. Examining associational elements that 
exaggerate the resemblance to an ideal family, this chapter looks at how discourse and 
imagination about cohesion and continuity shape participants’ notions of morality and 
inter-personal relationships. Extra-curricular activities were not conducive to promoting 
individuality and innovation, but a site for reproducing existing structural hierarchy and 
traditional family values of obedience, loyalty, and conformity among young elites in 
China.  
The second half examines students’ strategies in maintaining the longevity and 
cohesion of the associational family. Using the Association of Student Organizations 
(ASO) as an example of a “successful” student group, this chapter analyzes how this 
group countered the impulses to fission that were inherent to associational structure. I 
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discuss elements in the ASO’s admission process and end-of-semester banquet that were 
specifically designed to socialize new members into organizational roles and 
expectations, and to mediate structural tension that arises with the negotiations of 
intimacy and hierarchy among student participants. These deliberate efforts demonstrated 
the group’s structural-functionalist interpretation of organizational operation. In their 
efforts to reinvent new ways to meaningful associations based on emotional bonds and 
cultivation of individuality, student participants were at the same time subjected to 
tremendous pressure to prioritize respect for structural hierarchy and the demands of the 
collectives.  
 
The Family Metaphor in Student Organizations  
All student organizations I knew of claimed to be a “loving family” (有愛的大家
庭), or aspired to be one. During the organizational recruitment season in the beginning 
of the semester, student leaders competed for new officers and members by appealing to 
freshman shoppers how “loving” and closely-knit their groups were. Members were 
supposed to be bound together by strong “sense of belonging” (歸屬感), “unity” (團結), 
and “passion” (热情) to work towards their “common goal” (共同目标). Student leaders 
bragged about how officers toiled through sleepless nights while sharing late-night 
snacks together, and how intensive interactions became the breeding ground of lifelong 
friendships and romantic relationships. They promised the “feeling of home” (家的感觉) 
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and the experience of “community” (群体), where participants became not only 
teammates but also friends, sibling-like companions, and even lovers.  
A family motif infused the terms of address that organizational members used to 
call each other. New freshmen officers were collectively called “kids” (xiao pengyou 
“little friends,” 小朋友) or “children” (haizi 孩子) during their first year of organizational 
enrollment.100 They would never address sophomore and junior officers by just their first 
names without adding the postfixes of shixiong (師兄) or shijie (師姐), which mean 
“elder brother (xiong) or elder sister (jie) who studies under the same master (shi, 
“teacher”).” As the academic year progressed and students were more comfortable with 
each other, some would omit the prefix of “shi” altogether and address older students 
directly as “brothers” and “sisters.” Alumni and senior members of organizations were 
called the “elders” (老人). The “elders” did not bear any official responsibilities in the 
group, but they commanded considerable respect and influence as they graced 
organizational activities with their occasional attendance and words of wisdom.   
Students were so engaged by these fictive filial connections that some deliberately 
invented stories to link up their narration. When introducing me to subdivision members 
of the Environmental Protection Group, my student escort excitedly told me who the 
“mother,” “grandfather,” “elder sisters,” “elder brothers,” and “custodian” were in their 
team. “We have a ‘father’ too,” the student said, referring to the team leader’s boyfriend 
                                                        
100 Xiaopengyou is used much more often than haizi. The two terms are somewhat interchangeable except 
that haizi is slightly more formal than xiaopenyou. Therefore, I translate xiaopengyou as “kids” and haizi as 
“children.” 
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who was not a member of the Group, but nevertheless participated in their outings and 
social events. She proudly reported that the team met at least once every two weeks to 
exchange gossip and to go out for dessert and off-campus excursions. She switched to a 
singsong voice and announced: “We love our mother. We love our father. We siblings 
love each other (相亲相爱). We have a lot of love to go around. We are a happy, loving 
family.”  
Not only were students comfortable with addressing teammates in kinship terms, 
they often mobilized associated logic when they set their tone of interactions. All the 
meet-and-greet introductory meetings in the beginning of the semester concluded with 
short trips to dessert joints close to campus. The purpose was to encourage informal and 
pleasant interactions over ice-cream, puddings, and bubble tea. Team leaders – who 
might eventually be the “fathers” and “mothers” – always picked up the bills for this 
occasion. Over the course of the semester, student leaders brought drinks and snacks to 
meetings from time to time. Some student leaders explained – perhaps half-jokingly – 
that they brought drinks because they “love[d] their kids” and wanted to “take care” (照
顾) of them. 
Student leaders were ready to provide not just love and care, but also guidance 
and supervision (管) to their children. There were widespread expectations that student 
leaders would serve as mentors of their subordinating officers. One of the perquisites of 
organizational participation was the opportunity to bond with upperclassmen, who would 
offer individual guidance and academic advice to new students. In an ideal organization, 
upperclassmen should have invested interests not only in their kids’ performances in 
  
156 
organizational affairs, but also in their overall college experience. Many student leaders 
encouraged incoming members to share information with them about “anything and 
everything.” They offered to be there to celebrate the children’s personal 
accomplishments, as well as to help the ones who were struggling in their academic and 
family fronts. In these conversations, the exchange of help was often depicted to be 
unconditional and one-directional. Student leaders offered generous support, but seemed 
to be asking for little in return other than the recipients’ obedience and affection.101 
The image of student leaders as heads of households further consolidated in my 
mind once when I attended an off-campus event with three other students. One 
sophomore woman, who apparently enjoyed a good relationship with the organizational 
leader, playfully threw a tantrum upon passing a hawker selling candied hawberries. The 
student leader calmly pulled one hand out of the pocket of his suit pants and gestured to 
his screaming friend with a kind smile: “go get one.” The young woman yelled in joy, 
then proceeded to order from the hawker. The student leader then turned to me and 
another freshman to ask if we want candied hawberries too. I politely declined, while the 
freshman nodded and added one more to the order. The student leader then pulled out his 
wallet to pay for everybody’s treat after he ordered one for himself too.  
The entire interaction very much resembled how a kindly father pacified his 
children with candies. The student leader was the caretaker and the provider, while his 
officer was the spontaneous and needy child who always got things her way. I found it 
                                                        
101 This organizational model resonates with Confucian ideas of the state, which is based heavily on the 
metaphor of the family. Good state officials were imagined to be loving parents (“父母官”). They should 
care for and supervise their subjects out of genuine concerns for their welfare.  
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very odd that both students were so natural and comfortable in embracing the roles and 
social expectations associated with a prototypical Chinese father-daughter interaction. 
They were not only trying to pretend to be a family, but many had invested the 
“emotional work” (Hochschild 2003 [1993]) to try to feel like a family. All students 
involved seemed to be proud of these nurturing and harmonious relationships because 
emotional dependency epitomizes an ideal family and student organization.102 While the 
use of kinship terms was not uncommon in other social contexts, their ubiquity in student 
organizations helped make an actual impact in redefining how student participants related 
to each other.  
 
Characteristics of the Organizational Family 
According to both student leaders and participants, student organizations should 
cultivate “a feeling of home” (家的感觉). The metaphor had become so clichéd on the 
university campus that no one ever bothered to elaborate what the “feeling of home” 
meant. In student organizations, the phrase evokes immediate associations with warmth, 
friendliness, support, shelter, and emotional dependence on superiors, which were neither 
natural nor given in the traditional Chinese understanding of “family.” These 
characteristics contrasted with the standard imaginations about the paternalistic “feudal” 
family (封建家庭) in the Old China, which has long been foundational to the social order 
                                                        
102 This active cultivation of dependency resembles the Japanese concept of amae that Takwo Doi depicts 
in his classic essay The Anatomy of Dependence (2014 [1973]), in which he traces how infantile 
dependency behavior by inferiors is expected to elicit nurturing responses automatically from superiors.  
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in Confucian philosophy, but had degenerated into a symbol for backwardness by the 
nineteenth and twentieth century. 
Novelist Ba Jin, who wrote one the most famous representations of the late 
dynastic Chinese family in a fictional trilogy entitled Family (家) in 1933, described the 
Chinese family to be feudalistic and oppressive. Throughout the novel, Ba Jin relentlessly 
attacked the hierarchical structure and patriarchal operation of the Chinese family for 
causing sufferings and tragedies especially among the younger generations. As the story 
progresses, one after one young protagonists tried and failed to challenge the dominating 
power of the father figure in the family. Resistance was futile, until the grandfather’s 
natural death, which immediately led to ugly struggles for power and money, and 
eventually, the disintegration of the family.  
The Chinese Communist Party has long promoted Ba Jin for being one of the 
most enlightening novelists in twentieth century China. Family, which remains a popular 
option of assigned readings in secondary school, came to construct the standard modern 
understanding of the traditional Chinese family: It was backward, gendered, corrupted, 
and prone to fission. Usually dependent on paternal authority figures, big families often 
fell apart as soon as the heads of household died off. There was usually little sentiment of 
togetherness to counteract this structural fragility, unless descendants were absolutely 
obedient and respectful to paternal hierarchy (Cohen 1976). Throughout the twentieth 
century, the Communist Party was very vocal in denouncing the model of patriarchal 
family for holding the Chinese nation back from its proper development.  
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The “feeling of home” that student organizations alluded to was obviously very 
different from this traditional image of patriarchal “family.” Among the two ideal types 
of family that existed in China nowadays, students chose to idealize the comfortable, 
loving micro-community of a nuclear family that represented the “urban” and the 
“modern.” Student groups emulated a particular image of the family that emerged in the 
late twentieth Century – one that glorified the ideals of loving relationship, guidance and 
mentorship, and companionship (Kuan 2015). Students idealized building of nurturing 
hierarchical communities in which members genuinely cared about each other. The 
collective inventions of kin relationships in a sense recreated the imagination of how an 
ideal family should work in a perfect world. Students emphasized love among all 
members in family building, which was not foundational as hierarchy and paternal 
authority in sustaining the traditional Chinese family.  
Rather than an objective description of associational life, the idioms of family and 
kinship should be more appropriately interpreted as measures that aimed to create 
intimacy and friendship among members. The hyper-exaggerated expressions and 
enactments of the family motif served to mold voluntary organizational responsibilities 
into idealized kin responsibilities, thereby contributing to constructing a friendly and 
supportive community for all. These deliberate efforts to invent kin relationships and 
familial connections in organizational activities were mostly welcomed and rarely 
challenged, because participants generally considered them productive instruments to 
construct an ideal associational experience that they all wished to share.  
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The normalized metaphor of the family, nevertheless, simultaneously carried 
cultural baggage that was contradictory to students’ understanding of how extra-
curricular organizations should be. The following paragraphs examine two such 
unintended elements that resembled the feudal family that still existed in student 
organizations nowadays. The first was a strict structural hierarchy based on seniority, 
which countered the ideal of bonding through emotional dependence in the happy loving 
family. The second was an obsession with structural continuity, which at times demanded 
individuals’ compromising their own goals for the functional whole. Through their 
constant reproduction in the everyday use of kinship term, these two elements in the 
traditional Chinese family – which most students probably never associated with the ideal 
nature of extra-curricular activities – continued to take central stage in shaping 
participatory experiences and students’ moral worldviews. 
 
Hierarchy based on Seniority 
A strict generational hierarchy was a prominent characteristic in students’ 
associational life. This element was embedded in Chinese kinship terminology, where 
seniority and inferiority had to be specified when addressing (elder/younger) brothers and 
sisters. The family metaphor evoked a paternalistic logic that women and children were 
subject to protection, and deprived students – particularly female students – of political 
agency and full citizenship. “Kids” were by nature weak and uncivil. Lacking rationality, 
kids should be better off if parents could act on their behalf for their own good.  
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The active recasting of student leaders and their subordinates as parents and 
siblings subjected participants to an idealized kin structure that appeared to be more 
natural and loving than an imposed organizational hierarchy. It did not erase, but 
emotionally justified a hierarchy based on generational divides even though participants 
were merely a year or two apart in age and in experience. A student’s status and respect 
in an organization was based not so much on the merits of her work and contribution, but 
on the length of time she had spent in the group. The more senior one got, the wiser and 
more experienced one was supposed to become.  
This hierarchy worked through the infantilization of newcomers. Calling new 
initiates “kids” was an obvious symbol of this process. The cultural construction of kin 
loving and nurturing hierarchical relationships normalized a paternalistic logic in student 
organizations, i.e., that loving discipline should be meted out from time to time for the 
children’s own good (See Kuan 2015). Good children should not disobey or whine about 
their task assignments and deadlines set by their supervising seniors. The exchange of 
respect and obedience for loving guidance were expected from all new initiates in order 
to build a happy family, even though the ideology was that members were recruited to 
realize themselves as creative individuals in the first place.   
This artificially imposed kin hierarchy was occasionally burdensome to 
upperclassmen. Playing the parental role gave student leaders the authority to manage 
and to supervise their children, but at the same time that meant taking full responsibility 
over the kids’ (mis)behaviors. The courage and willingness to own their junior officers’ 
mistakes were expected qualities of responsible leaders. When event planning went 
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wrong, student leaders often apologized in debriefing meetings for not having “taught” (
教) or “supervised” (管) their kids well. Children, considered immature and in need of 
supervision, were shielded from criticisms. Nevertheless, they should always strive for 
perfection so that they would not disappoint their team leaders and make them lose face.  
Playing parents was not any easier than playing children. The dramatic shift in 
identity from being kids to supervising adults was disorienting for a lot of sophomore and 
junior students. Many considered the responsibility to guide and to discipline to be 
burdensome. Student leaders confided in personal conversations that they, too, wanted to 
be friends with their “subordinates.” It bothered them that they could not always interact 
with junior officers as equals. As much as they said they believed in the ideals of 
democracy and egalitarian participation, student leaders also knew they had to issue 
paternal demands for loyalty and obedience. Worried that they would not be able to make 
students work if they got too friendly, student leaders thought that they had to be ready to 
act strict anytime. 
The persistence of hierarchy contradicted the discourse of love that was supposed 
to define organizational relationships. There were clear hierarchies within the “happy, 
loving family.” Not all family members were equal. Sociability was very much 
contingent upon status hierarchy and its associated role expectations. Friendships in 
organizations were often driven by the “generational divide” apparent in each and every 
incoming cohort. Student leaders seldom sought advice from their “subordinates,” and 
regular officers never openly challenged “directives from above” even though they might 
grumbled about them when no senior student was around. These boundaries discouraged 
  
163 
the forging of “inter-generational” friendship, as students were usually vigilant about 
being polite and respectful to students of higher seniority.  
These implicit rules in sociability countered the ideal that organizational activities 
were welcoming to all.  In fact, inconsistencies in status and age hierarchy within and 
outside of associations could make sociability within the organization uncomfortable, 
which sometimes deterred sophomore and junior students from joining organizations. For 
example, during my sixteen months of field research, I encountered only two sophomore 
“newbies” among the dozen of groups that I enrolled in. Both eventually dropped out 
after one semester. One of them admitted to me that she felt too confused about whether 
she was “a kid or a shijie” in the group. The other told me that it was weird to be 
subordinated to a classmate whom she saw every day in class. The importance of cohort 
comradeship made these mismatches very unsettling for students.  
A few organizational leaders tried to specify in the welcome meetings that they 
would not call junior officers “kids” because they wanted no generational boundaries in 
their groups. Calling incoming officers “kids” required no explanations, but doing 
otherwise did. Not only did that choice warrant specification, the effort was also difficult 
to sustain. It was too easy to revert back to the generic term of “kids” when students 
interacted in formal situations because family-based terminology had already become the 
established figure of speech.  
These compelling expectations to fit into pre-configured social roles and kin 
obligations restricted what students dared to do in associational life. There was not much 
incentive to challenge existing boundaries for fear of unleashing unwanted changes in 
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structural order. All these voluntary renunciations of agency and individuality were 
ironically driven by aspirations and desires for self-cultivation. The progressive idea of a 
reconfiguration of the much denounced Confucian patriarchal values of “family” into 
affective bonds – unwittingly reproduced paternalistic and feudalistic logics. Aspirational 
desires for upward mobility fueled emulation of elite behaviors and patterns of alliance, 
which in turn subjected students to willing submission and socialization. Associational 
participation might look like an opportunity for agency, but in actuality furthered 
subordination and deference – albeit within a symbolic framework of love and 
nurturance.  
 
Structural Continuity over Individual Cultivation 
The second unintended cultural baggage derived from the metaphor of the family 
was the implicit assumption that the organizational family should grow and prosper. The 
ideal was to grow as many “branches and leaves” (开枝散叶) as possible, and all 
members inherited the natural obligation to facilitate this goal. The following paragraphs 
elaborate why the goals to sustain and to develop were not necessarily applicable to the 
setup of student activities. Moreover, this assumption at times prioritized organizational 
development to students’ experiences that challenged the discourse that extra-curricular 
activities offered the opportunities for individuals to grow and prosper.  
One assumption that piggy-backed on the family metaphor was that if 
organizational members adhere to their social role and expectations well, the family 
structure could reproduce in a “sustainable” and “continual” manner. A common term 
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that student leaders often evoked when talking about associational continuity was “to 
inherit and pass on” (承传), a rather poetic but obscure term in everyday speech that 
makes obvious reference to lineage and ancestral legacy. Students imagined their groups 
to have occupied peculiar time and space along a historical continuum. The assumption 
was that students had the natural obligations to inherit estates from predecessors and pass 
them onto future generations of organizational officers, similar to the ways in which 
family traditions and inheritance were passed along. An imagined comradeship connected 
multiple generations of organizational participants even though they might not even 
know each other.  
Many student leaders were vocal about their ambition to make their tenure count 
by passing on their legacy to future generations. Jianshan, a seasoned organizational 
leader who I mentioned in the previous chapter and whose story will be detailed later in 
this chapter, told me towards the end of my fieldwork that he welcomed me into his 
organization initially because he thought my anthropological research would leave the 
organization with written documentations about their work and activities. He thought that 
I could help him to “leave something behind” (留下點甚麼) to be passed along.  
Equally important to amassing inheritance for later generations was the capacity 
to dig into the abundance of ancestral wealth. Many groups liked to invite alumni to give 
talks at associational meetings. Students were often encouraged to reach out to 
organizational alumni – including those who had already graduated from college – for 
advice, networking, and fundraising. While only a few alumni actually bothered to stay in 
touch, the myth of shared connection and hence affinity never got old in student groups. 
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Some bigger organizations kept meticulous minutes and documentation. The Student 
Union recruited more than thirty students to a subdivision called the “document division” 
every year dedicated to filing and organizing papers. These archives were very rarely 
visited, but they were often talked of as precious “witness to our history.” A student 
leader explained to me that it was meaningless to “scrap everything and start over again” 
(推倒重来) every year. In 2012, SCU ran a semester-long campaign to encourage 
students to inquire into the history of their organizations. After some deliberations, 
student helpers decided to name it the “Root Search” (寻根) campaign. The obvious 
reference to autochthonism again portrayed student organizations as big families rooted 
in some mystical ancestral legacy.  
Student leaders’ insistence on organizational continuity and legacy building aside, 
these professed goal did not always align with the ways student organizations actually 
worked. Student groups were not “real” families after all. Enrollment in student 
organizations was voluntary, while membership in family was not. To disown an unfilial 
biological child would be a family disgrace, while drop-outs in student organizations 
were common and expected. Student leaders strove to create the illusion that familial 
obligations in the organization were irrevocable, and yet in practice participants could 
choose to join or leave multiple groups anytime. Most students were only interested in 
extra-curricular participation in their freshman year. After they got “organizational 
participation” off their college checklists, many resigned during their second year to 
move onto other academic and personal pursuits. Some students would enroll in their 
sophomore and even junior years, with the hope of gaining managerial and leadership 
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experiences. If they failed to acquire leadership roles, however, most would stop 
participating altogether.  
The quick turnover of personnel meant that few actually took the ancestral and 
lineage discourse seriously. It was difficult to expect students, who would leave after a 
year or two, to be mindful about “sustainable development” and “organizational culture 
cultivation” “in the long run.” Even though the ideal was to be able to build upon the 
foundation left behind by “predecessors” (前人), in reality nobody was interested in 
flipping through old notes on meeting proceedings with no relevance to students’ 
personal interests. Minutes of meetings were taken, achieved, and then forgotten. Very 
few students found their sense of belonging to organizations to be as deeply rooted as 
their sentiments towards family members, classmates, and friends. Some junior officers 
grudgingly picked up mundane tasks not because they felt loyal to their college “family,” 
but because their supervising seniors had asked them to do so.  
It was also structurally unrealistic for student organizations to keep growing 
indefinitely. There were simply not enough leadership positions to retain all the second-
year returnees. Rigid and not easy to break through, generational boundaries sometimes 
constituted impediments to sustained participation. Returning students could fit nowhere 
in the hierarchy if they failed to secure responsible posts as team leaders: they could not 
be regular officers with the incoming class of freshmen because they were supposed to be 
older and wiser. Their cohort-mates in managerial positions felt uncomfortable about 
assigning them work because they were supposed to be equals. The status inconsistency 
between age seniority and office rank were uncomfortable for everybody.  
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Some second-year returnees would attend the first one or two organizational 
meetings as “honorary members” or the “elders,” but most of them eventually peeled 
away as the semester progressed. Using yet another term related to ancestral worship, a 
student told me that calling someone an “elder” was to in fact put her “onto  the 
sacrificial altar” (上神台). It was to give that person a nominal status of respect while 
stripping her of operational responsibilities and eventually active membership. Being 
called an “elder” was a constant reminder that one had failed the leadership race. Even 
though the returnee might have established strong connections in the group over her 
previous year of contribution, a “sense of belonging” without an official position was not 
enough to sustain and justify participation.  
Structural limitations to sustainable participation, together with constant 
reminders to always be mindful about the futures of organizational development, fueled a 
haste to prove organizational worth through quantifiable outputs. While friendship and 
trust were of paramount importance in building a “loving family,” students also 
recognized that organizations had to get things done. Students often voiced concerns 
about how over-familiarity might impede organizational efficiency. Students talked of 
“efficiency” and “sense of belonging” -  both being essential foundations to any 
successful group – as an either-or option that required student leaders to strike a delicate 
balance.  
According to my informants, a “sense of belonging” was highly desirable because 
it kept participants happy and fulfilled. In an open-ended question when I asked my 
survey respondents to identify the criteria they used to rate student groups, 59.3% wrote 
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“level of unity” (团结) or “sense of belonging” (归属感) as the most important indicators 
of good organizations. “Organizational efficiency” (12.1%) was not as popular. 
“Efficiency,” however, could not be totally forsaken because outputs defined the group’s 
purpose of existence to outsiders and school administrators. As previously indicated, 
many students joined organizations to learn based on the belief that skill-cultivation could 
only be accomplished through working together.  
One frequent topic in associational meeting was to what extent “structure” and 
“rules” were needed to keep the group functional. Ideally, participants should be driven 
to contribute because they felt passionate and enthusiastic about the collective. 
Realistically, however, tasks were accomplished only when students felt personally 
responsible for assignments and deadlines. Structural hierarchy and defined rules and 
expectations facilitated efficient supervision and management, and hence were essential 
in getting things done. The tensions and contradictions embedded in the ideals and actual 
operation of a “family,” which students themselves recognized as well, were not likely to 
be resolved easily. 
These difficulties did not deter student participants from trying. Year after year, 
student organizations struggled to maintain friendly relationships among members 
without upsetting the organizational hierarchy. They kept seeking to build continuity and 
legacy without questioning their applicability in student groups. Students hoped that they 
were reinventing a loving family and a meaningful association, but their idealized 
yearning for family bonds did not erase structural tensions in student organizations. It did 
not overcome status and generation hierarchy in group dynamics, nor did it negate the 
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necessity of structures, command, and regulations in getting work done. All the rhetoric 
accomplished was to highlight the elements of friendship, common interest, and sense of 
belonging, while downplaying the hierarchical tension that inevitably existed in the 
organizational structure. 
Few student groups would or could take actual measures to address the root 
causes that made structural tensions and instability inevitable. When problems did occur, 
more forward-looking groups, such as the ASO, would try to mediate the structural 
tension to prevent conflicts from happening.  In the following section, I turn to the 
specific example of the ASO to examine why and how the group acquired its reputation 
of being one of the most successful student organizations on SCU campus. Using two 
ethnographic stories that had marked the beginning and the peak of my enrollment as a 
junior officer at ASO, I analyze how student leaders preemptively employed tension-
alleviating strategies to manage “inter-generational” conflicts, frictions, and 
disagreements among participants. Examining the logic underneath these strategies, I will 
end this chapter by discussing how these associational experiences reinforced the 
idealized understanding of student groups as coherent family units, and their significance 
in the cultivation of moral personhood and political subjectivity.  
 
TENSION MEDIATION IN A SUCCESSFUL STUDENT ORANIZATION 
The ASO was a student-run organization responsible for coordinating and 
managing associational activities on SCU campus. It was the nominal advising and 
supervising unit of more than 110 registered student groups on SCU campus. Its routine 
  
171 
business included renting out equipment and facilities for associational use, documenting 
student activities, and facilitating the communication between student groups and the 
school authority. ASO also hosted “signature events” such as the “organizational 
recruitment fair,” “activity proposal writing competition,” “showcase of student 
organizations,” and the “student leadership forum” every year. Working closely with 
school administrators, the ASO advised the university about organizational affairs such as 
funding distribution and outstanding officer recognition. ASO officers also had the 
opportunities to represent SCU in many inter-campus networking events and 
“diplomatic” missions.  
The popular perception on SCU campus was that ASO was an intense yet 
rewarding experience. Students looked up to ASO for making “professional” and 
“presentable” officers. ASO officers underwent vigorous training in resource 
management, public speaking, leadership, and communication skills through the 
opportunity to take charge of major events. It promised participants a “higher platform” 
and a “wider stage” to realize their potential that no other SCU student group offered. 
The group might have exaggerated their uniqueness, but I did find it to be the best 
example of student organization that bore more resemblance to the ideal “happy, loving 
family.” ASO officers took pride in their group. Many of them were good friends who 
spent a lot of time together even outside of the associational context. ASO alumni were 
enthusiastic in giving their juniors career advice and in helping them to secure 
internships. The group was able to foster strong friendship and connections (感情) among 
officers that other student organizations were eager but often failed to emulate. 
  
172 
Many students attributed ASO’s success in community building to its official 
connections and the extra financial support it enjoyed as a pseudo-administrative unit of 
the university. ASO officers became close friends not only because heavy responsibilities 
made them work together all the time, but also because it was easier for the group to 
secure university sponsorship for occasional outings and dinner banquets. They spent 
more time together, and hence they were able to cultivate a stronger sense of loyalty and 
belonging in the group. They were also given office space in the old student activity 
center, thereby allowing the possibility for group members to lounge around after class 
and to personalize the work area.  
While these rationales all made sense, I argue that they were not sufficient to 
explain why the ASO family functioned better than other student organizations. ASO’s 
mechanism in alleviating structural and interpersonal tension among officers was also 
important for explaining its relative success in building a cohesive “loving family.” 
Documenting my experience in two ASO rituals, I analyze how the application process to 
gain admission into ASO and a much-anticipated mid-year celebratory dinner banquet 
served important functions in defining social roles and mediating members’ relationships. 
I argue that the effective deployment of these tension mediating strategies were key to 
maintaining the reputation and continuity of the ASO family.  
 
Entry into the ASO: Pressure Interview and Hierarchy Consolidation 
While many ASO student leaders ended up being some of my most trusted and 
helpful informants on campus, I did not have a good impression of them when we first 
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met. I thought these students were rude, unfriendly, and arrogant when I interviewed for 
ASO officer-ship. It was not until I officially got into the group that I realized that these 
students were actually very friendly and considerate. They had intentionally acted rude 
and cold during the interviews not only to identify the most promising candidates out of a 
large pool of applicants, but also to pave the groundwork for community building by 
preemptively alleviating potential tensions. My personal experience with this process 
illustrates how the group used interviews to preemptively address the conflicts of 
hierarchical structure and friendship cultivation by making role expectations clear from 
the very beginning. By immediately reducing incoming students to a subservient position, 
student leaders effectively established their parental authority.  But by imposing 
inferiority, the interview also opened the way for friendly relationships among those who 
successfully passed the test – including not only newcomers, but also senior officers. 
Among the dozens of organizational interviews that I went through to gain access 
to student groups, the ASO application process was the most demanding one. The ASO 
received seven to eight hundred applications for officer-ship every year from aspiring 
freshmen. ASO leadership, however, intentionally capped the size of the group to about 
sixty people in order to keep up its elitist orientation. Student leaders explained that the 
control over membership size was essential to keep the ASO community tight and 
supportive. They wanted officers to feel personally responsible for organizational 
performance. Only the most devoted and talented officers would be accepted. In the year 
when I was in the ASO, there were forty incoming freshman officers like myself, fifteen 
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returning student leaders in their sophomore year, and three junior students in the 
executive committee.  
Applicants had to go through four rounds of interviews, most of which took place 
on one single day. The process was intense, time consuming, and emotionally stressful. 
Upon submitting my application form, I did a fifteen-minute screening interview with 
one of the sophomore student leaders. The morning after the screening interview, I took a 
written test comprised of ten open-ended questions designed to test the applicants’ 
creativity, entrepreneurial instincts, managerial abilities, and problem-solving skills. 
Applicants who passed the written test attended a group interview in the afternoon, 
followed by a final round of panel interview with all student leaders in the evening. 
Round four did not begin until 9pm and ran all the way past midnight. Immediately after 
the interviews were concluded at around 2am, student leaders spent hours to debate about 
the final list of new officers and their subdivision assignments. They hardly slept at all 
that night.  
The group interview in round three, as I was told later, was the most important 
stage when most applicants were eliminated. After the written test that morning, I was 
very happy to receive a text message a few hours later, with instructions to show up in a 
lecture hall at a specific time in the afternoon. There we waited for to be led into different 
classrooms for interviews. The previous waves of interviews over-ran a lot. About forty 
aspiring applicants were waiting around already when I got to the venue. I took out a 
book to read, but found myself, like other applicants, increasingly impatient when my 
name still had not got called thirty-five minutes after my assigned appointment. The 
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student proctors did not bother to explain the delay. A few students went up to ask, but 
were sent back to their seats after the stern-faced proctors impatiently told them that there 
was nothing that they could do to address the situation.  
Besides the long waiting time with no explanation, the situation was getting 
uncomfortable also because of a sense of suspense. No one had informed us about the 
format, the length, and the setting of the interview. Applicants were vaguely aware of the 
procedure of being led into other rooms for interviews, but no one knew what to expect 
behind those closed doors. Student helpers discouraged applicants from leaving the 
waiting room by warning us that our names could be called anytime. Even when one 
managed to get out of the waiting room, student helpers guarded the interview rooms to 
stop applicants from peeping in or eavesdropping. The wait felt particularly long and 
frustrating because we were intentionally kept in the dark. I had had interviews scheduled 
with other student groups that afternoon. Worried that I was going to miss my other 
appointments, I began to get irritated about how disrespectful the ASO had been towards 
my schedule. The unfriendliness of student helpers further escalated my frustration. They 
all looked serious and tense. Being very deliberate in their attempts to maintain order in 
the waiting room, they made it clear they did not want us to ask questions at all. 
An applicant went up to talk to a student helper. I did not know what he said, but 
apparently he gave a good enough reason to convince the helpers that he had to leave on 
time. A sophomore student leader marched to the front of the lecture hall to announce the 
names of the next batch of applicants who would be up next, and asked if any of us was 
willing to swap our time slot with him. Nobody – myself included - responded. At that 
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point we all had been waiting for half an hour, and no one knew how much longer it was 
going to take if we volunteer to swap with this person who had just showed up. The 
student leader asked again twice, and got visibly annoyed when no one responded still. 
“Do you all have something to do after this? Can’t you just help this person out?” he was 
barking out his questions at this point, as his audience just continued to stare at him 
blankly. “If you all are really that busy…” the student leader then pulled out a pile of 
scrap paper and asked us to write down what exactly we had to do after this interview. I 
was appalled by how impolite he was to make such a demand for written prove that we 
were not lying about our own schedules. It was the organizers who had mishandled their 
scheduling, and they in turn blamed the applicants for not willing to make 
accommodation. I felt disrespected and belittled even before the interview had begun.  
My name, together with another fifteen names, finally got called soon after the 
episode. We were ordered to line up in two rows. Two different student helpers studied 
some notes and moved us back and forth the lines to arrange us into the right order. We 
were then led to the other side of the waiting room to sit – in assigned order – for another 
fifteen minutes. After a total of fifty minutes in the waiting room, we were finally led out 
to line up in front of two separate interview rooms, where we stood for another ten 
minutes. During this entire process of lining up, student helpers did at least six different 
row calls, after each time warned us not to mess up the order as if we could not even 
handle the simple task of remembering where we stood. Their instructions were all short 
and direct. Adopting a commanding tone of authority, they did not even attempt to sound 
polite when they instructed us to stay in line and to introduce ourselves to each other 
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while waiting. When I and seven freshmen finally made it into the room, we were first 
and foremost instructed to take whatever seat we like, thereby defeating the whole 
purpose of the meticulous herding.  
It was only then that we realized we were going to have a group interview. We 
were divided into two teams of four to come up with two simulated proposals for 
organizing an on-campus competition. A panel of four sophomore student leaders sat in 
front of the classroom to observe our discussion. We were told that we should expect to 
present our plans, but we were not given any specification on how much discussion time 
we had. The design of this task instantly imposed an awkward dynamics among the four 
“teammates” who hardly knew each other. Aware that the examiners would be watching 
over our conversation, everybody wanted to prove their capacity as a good leader and a 
good team player at the same time. We immediately knew that we had to fight for the 
opportunity to talk as much as we could while at the same time showing humility by not 
dominating the discussion. Everybody in my group immediately pulled out pens and 
notepads, but no one was really jotting notes. We had to focus all our energy on the fast-
paced conversations, as everyone paraded how good they were in conveying smart ideas 
in succinct sentences. The conversation was chaotic at best. We moved quickly from one 
topic to the next. No one followed up on other people’s suggestions because as we all 
competed to claim the most innovative idea before anyone else did. We behaved more 
like fierce competitors rather than collaborators in the same project. Humility was 
trumped by competitiveness. 
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This aggressive conversation ended up lasting for about ten minutes. A student 
examiner sitting in the middle of the panel asked for volunteers to present. He coldly 
added, the presentation should be limited to thirty seconds. A young woman in my team 
immediately jumped up to talk. Two lines into her presentation, the examiner coldly 
reminded her that she only had thirty seconds. Our representative panicked for a bit, but 
pressed on and outlined our major ideas. The speech took her about a minute. It was not 
announced beforehand that we all had to present, but ended up everybody in the team 
were asked questions to be addressed in thirty seconds. The question that I got was what I 
think about the other team’s proposal. I did not think I gave a very good answer, but I 
doubted how much my audience was paying attention anyway. All four people on the 
examining penal were writing furiously on their note pads. They did not even look at the 
presenters at all. 
After all eight applicants had had their turn of thirty seconds, the examiner 
announced that they were going to ask us more questions about our proposals. Before we 
moved on, he said, it was time for us to speak up if we had any personal opinions about 
the plan. It was literally an invitation for us to criticize our own team’s work. Our 
immediate reaction was to turn to each other to come up with an appropriate response, 
only to be stopped by a stern command that “no discussion is allowed.” The room fell 
into an uncomfortable silence for five long seconds. One examiner asked the question 
again, and reminded us that “this is your last chance. If no one has any personal opinions 
to raise, we will assume that your team’s proposal is your personal proposal as well.” 
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Tension kept building in the room, and everybody remained silent. No one felt 
comfortable to be the first one to talk on “personal” behalf. The examiner then moved 
onto his list of questions. He asked us to clarify some details in our proposal. The 
questions were mostly along the line of “what if something goes wrong.” It became clear 
that they were trying to poke holes in our proposal and to challenge its feasibility. There 
were a couple of exchanges going on until they announced that it was the end of the 
interview session.  
Except that it actually was not. Since the interview was over, our examiner said, 
we could talk “freely” and “honestly” about how we thought about our teammates and the 
collaborative process. This time, students volunteered to speak up one by one. One said 
that the discussion went well. Another expressed his disappointments about not having 
enough chances to talk because he had to take notes. One student in my team said that we 
were all more “talkative” and “presentable” than he thought. Students were taking the last 
opportunities to excuse themselves by explaining why they could not have talked more 
and performed better. The entire interview lasted for about forty minutes. I felt utterly 
exhausted after that. It was fast-paced and stressful.  I especially disliked the way our 
examiners kept trying to turn applicants against each other. They seemed to be reminding 
us that even though we might work together as teammates together in the future, we 
could not totally trust our peers because back-stabbing might happen any time. We were 
after all not only collaborators, but also competitors for senior students’ attention if we 
wanted to climb up the organizational hierarchy.  
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I did not know exactly how I made it to the fourth round, but I did. A few hours 
later, I was standing in the hallway of the old student activity center. It was already 10:30 
pm when I was let into the interview room with four other applicants. There was a long 
conference table in the middle of the room. To one side sat about twenty upper-class 
students. All these current ASO student leaders were all in formal attire of white shirts 
and black pants or pencil skirts. They were cramped into two rows because the table was 
not long enough for them. The five of us applicants were instructed to sit on the other 
side. None of the upperclassmen was smiling at all. The setting was formal and 
intimidating. I – like all other applicants – was dressed much more casually in jeans and 
sports shoes. I felt very out of place, and my instant reaction was to keep my head down 
to avoid the judgmental gaze from the other side of the conference table.  
Throughout the thirty-minute long panel interview, it was apparent that one 
student sitting in the middle of the table was in charge of most of the questioning. He 
started off the interview by reminding us that we should keep out responses short and 
succinct. After the five of us took turns to do brief self-introductions, the first question 
that our interviewer asked was how many other student groups we planned to join. It was 
followed by a series of yes/no questions:  
Are you willing to start from the lowest rank? 
Are you willing to do manual jobs of moving furniture and boxes around? 
Are you willing to always make ASO activities your priority?  
Are you prepared for the possibility for missing other activities held by 
your class cohort and other student groups if they conflicted with ASO 
schedule and responsibilities? 
Are you willing to let us decide your subdivision assignment? 
Are you willing to stay with us even if we assign you to your least favorite 
subdivision? 
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 I was aware that these demands were not entirely reasonable. The panel was 
demanding absolute obedience. They did not care about how capable and unique we 
were, and how much talent we could offer to the group. They just wanted to secure our 
verbal recognitions that the ASO was to become our utmost priority if we became junior 
officers, and we were ready to work whatever tasks our supervising seniors assigned us. 
However, like all other candidates, I meekly nodded and answered “I do” after every 
question in the firmest tone that I could muster. I felt weak about giving any other 
response that might break the crisp rhythm of the exchanges under and extremely tense 
ambiance. Under the interrogation, I was desperate to disguise my panic and at the same 
time overwhelmed by a keen desire to get accepted. I wanted the position very badly not 
only because the ASO was a good connection to have for my research. I was keenly 
aware that pride was also a reason. I had come such a long way already, and I did not 
want to fail at the last minute. My desire for recognition had stripped me of my ability to 
debate and to object. I had to submit myself to the mercy of the two dozen panelists who 
were much younger than me but all looked more serious and professional than I did.  
 The applicant who sat next to me did manage to object, impressing me very much. 
When we were allowed to ask questions, this young woman protested that she absolutely 
did not want to do advertising and publicity assignments because she did not have the 
computer skills to do so. Also, she was willing to do the most trivial hard labor in the 
beginning, but it was too long to commit the entire year to meaningless tasks. The 
panelists seemed rather taken aback, and managed to take their revenge by asking the 
young woman questions like “what do you think about the performance of the other four 
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applicants tonight?” A few more questions later, one of the panelists asked the young 
woman: “Do you think it is you choosing us, or we choosing you here?” the young 
woman had to acknowledge that it was the ASO choosing. She protested again towards 
the end of the interview about being forced to answer either-or questions like that. A 
panelist shock his head and said that they had to ask her that question because she was 
too “arrogant” (傲气). The woman looked visibly flustered and asked “what?” to which 
the panelist let out a quiet sigh and repeated: “you are too arrogant.”103  
 I still felt the adrenaline rush as I walked out of the room after the interview 
ended. A fellow applicant sighed, “after the whole day of interview, I can’t feel anything 
anymore… I am not stressed anymore… after they had tortured (折磨) us for so long 
already [even before this last round of the interview].” Her word choice of “torture” was 
no doubt extreme and figurative, but it was true that applicants were deliberately put 
under a lot of emotional pressure and manipulation. For the next two days after the 
interview, my heart jumped every time when my phone beeped. I was finally relieved 
about forty hours later when I received the ASO’s message that congratulated me on my 
formal acceptance into the ASO after my “ability and attitude were thoroughly tested” 
(my emphasis). I was invited to their first general meeting of the semester that very same 
night. 
 The first general meeting was held at the same conference room in which the last 
round of our interviews took place. The ambiance, however, felt totally different this 
                                                        
103 I do not know whether this woman ended up getting admitted into the ASO.  This episode happened 
early on in my fieldwork when I was still struggling with recognizing names and faces while trying to 
retain a large amount of information that evening.  
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time. Student leaders were not in formal attire anymore. They were busy moving chairs 
around to get ready for the meeting. All sides of the conference table were occupied. All 
the upper-class student leaders sat at the table, while the forty new officers sat at the outer 
circle. Still traumatized by the interviews, I did not yet know how I should conduct 
myself in the group. Like many other new officers, I kept to my seat and nervously 
looked around. The upperclassmen student leaders, on the other hand, were laughing and 
joking around among themselves. They also approached the newcomers to initiate casual 
conversations. As opposed to the stern expression that they kept during the recruitment 
weekend, everybody looked friendly and relaxed. I found it very difficult to reconcile that 
the person who barked at us to keep us in proper order two days ago was now 
enthusiastically moving chairs into the room for everybody to sit.  
The general meeting lasted more than two hours, during which the ASO 
chairperson and vice-chairperson, both of them were in junior standing, gave two 
extended speeches, followed by everyone else taking turns to introduce themselves. In his 
twenty-five-minute long speech, the chairperson, Jianshan, practically repudiated all the 
impressions that the group had established during the interviews. He welcomed us all to 
the “big family of ASO.” He said, “I don’t want hierarchy to exist in this group. 
[Upperclassmen] are slightly more experienced, but we are all the same.” We should all 
see ourselves as equals and should never be afraid to voice our own opinions. Using the 
exact same term that had been evoked as a criticism during the last interview, Jianshan 
encouraged us to be slightly “arrogant” (傲气) because we all deserved to be. He assured 
us that the upperclassman leaders would do everything to protect their kids from getting 
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bullied. As opposed to the demands of absolute priority that they made two days ago, 
Jianshan now emphasized that academic performance should always come before ASO 
responsibilities. ASO should help us excel in other aspects of on-campus life, not be a 
burden dragging us down. The vice-chairman’s speech, similarly, highlighted the 
defining values of friendship and connections (情). He urged us to act responsibly, but 
also to recognize that rigid hierarchy and division of labor were never the foundation of 
the sense of togetherness at ASO. After the meeting, the entire group went for dessert 
together, where we spent another hour joking around and getting to know each other.  
I was incredulous at this total flip in attitude. Less than forty-eight hours ago, this 
same group of students were trying all they could to discourage candidates from 
establishing and articulating their individuality. They tried to reduce us to convenient 
parts to fit into the organizational machine. Absolute obedience to and respect for 
hierarchy were everything they were asking for. As soon as we formally became ASO 
officers, nevertheless, we were instantly welcomed into the big family. We were 
encouraged to seek support whenever we needed it. In this welcome meeting, student 
leaders portrayed the ASO as an entity that existed for participants, rather than the other 
way round as I had been told during the interview experience. We were all worthy 
members of the elite whose dedication and well-being were required for sustaining 
healthy organizational development.  
After the meeting, I asked a sophomore student leader about these total changes in 
ambiance. She smiled almost apologetically: “we call that the ‘pressure interview’ (压力
面试). We don’t like it ourselves. We felt very uncomfortable acting strict (凶) like that.” 
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She confirmed my suspicion that the unfriendly attitude and the intimidating setting had 
all been carefully planned and staged. The ASO became one of the few student groups 
who were able to institute a pressure interview because they had a large enough pool of 
applicants to choose from. The 95% of candidates who failed to make it all the way 
through the four stages left the doorsill of ASO under the impression that it was a high-
achieving group with stringent admission standards. The belief that only the best of the 
best could take part contributed into the building of the ASO’s legacy, and in turn drew 
candidates of quality in the next academic year. Student leaders explained that the 
pressure interview was in place because heavy responsibilities at the ASO were not for 
the faint of heart. The interview forewarned newcomers of what they should expect to 
encounter as ASO officers, and helped the selection committee identify those who might 
not have the dedication and perseverance to press on when conflicting demands for time 
and energy became pronounced. 
Each generation of student officers faithfully followed this organizational 
tradition to keep the ritual going every year, not only to establish the external image of 
elitism and exclusivity, but more importantly to tame newcomers and integrate them into 
the group. What the intimidating interview process did was not merely to identify, but 
also to cultivate such ideal candidates. Even before newcomers officially took office, they 
were already required to make promises about obedience, loyalty and total devotion. The 
very utterances of these promises became the basis of self-discipline. For example, aware 
that I had promised to always make the ASO my priority, I had actually missed a Student 
Union plenary session, left the first meeting of the Foreign Language Association early, 
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and made arrangement to reschedule my University Chorus audition that evening just to 
make sure that I could make the ASO’s welcome meeting on time. Still feeling shaky 
about the pressure interview, I was worried that the student leaders, while appearing 
friendly, would mercilessly revoke my acceptance if I did not keep my promised 
priorities straight. I felt the need and obligation to prove to myself and the ASO student 
leaders that I was worthy to be there.  
The experience of being belittled was intentionally designed as a rite of passage, 
in which newcomers were placed in a liminal space before they became socially 
reconstructed into their new roles (Van Gennep 1960, Turner 1969). As liminal persons, 
initiates did not yet occupy any structural role until they were considered ready to assume 
responsibilities. They had to rely on external recognitions in order to move on from the 
uncomfortable liminal stage of an outsider becoming an insider. Different from classic 
anthropological examples of liminality, however, the overwhelming majority of ASO 
applicants ended up failing the test. This situation gave student leaders even more power 
to expel those whom they disliked. Applicants’ dependence and powerlessness, together 
with their ambitions to gain recognition, made them willingly embrace disciplinary 
measures that were otherwise unacceptable in the normal social structure. Liminality also 
engendered group pride and solidarity, especially among the same age-cohort. 
Humiliation became a shared experience among incoming officers who otherwise would 
share little in common, and bonded them as well with their tormentors.  
On the other hand, the pressure interview also functioned to define status 
hierarchy within the organization. Cohort solidarity marked and consolidated 
  
187 
generational boundaries even though most newcomers were just one year younger than 
their supervising sophomores. In spite of Jianshan’s assurance that freshman and upper-
class officers should always consider themselves equals, it was difficult for me and other 
newcomers to shake off the image that our supervising seniors could (and should) order 
us around and to manipulate us against each other. Still under the oaths of obedience and 
loyalty, we were still expected - and expected ourselves - to respect organizational 
hierarchy based on seniority. The invitation to criticize fellow candidates during the 
group interview was a tactic to weaken the age cohort bond that was usually the strongest 
in any student group. Instead, students were encouraged to turn to upperclassmen – the 
pseudo-parent-figures – for support and protection.  
This rite of passage shared similarities with hazing in American universities and 
Greek societies, but in the ASO case, initiates did not see the upperclassmen as bullies or 
tyrants. Rather, discipline had to be reluctantly enforced for the children’s own good. 
They staged the performance to show their potential children how merciless the 
professional world looked, and how capable the initiates were in withstanding pressure if 
they were pushed to their limits. The excitement induced by these opportunities to 
experience the professional world enhanced the appeal of the ASO, while student leaders’ 
promises of guidance and protection were a comforting reassurance. For the privilege to 
participate in the ASO that the student leaders had granted the new initiates, they owed 
them personal favors and obligations.  
The pressure interview that highlighted hierarchy and inequality, I argue, 
functioned as an important instrument for successful community building. Unlike most 
  
188 
student groups that attempted to mask and erase organizational hierarchy by championing 
the myth of a loving family, the ASO confronted the tension of proclaimed egalitarianism 
and structural hierarchy from the very beginning. The ASO aspired to be a loving family 
as well, but only after student leaders had laid the groundwork for the recognition of the 
inevitable existence of hierarchy and proactively defined each participants’ role in such. 
They thereby convinced new officers to meekly undertake the less desirable tasks and 
accept their exclusion from strategic planning and decision making. These extra steps 
paved the establishment and proper functioning of an unquestioned “parental” logic, even 
though student groups were actually not “real” family where demands for obedience and 
loyalty could supposedly be justified by just parental authority.  
 
Banqueting, Drinking, and Tension Mediation 
 Community building activities were immediately underway after the welcome 
meeting. In the following three months, the ASO quickly became the organization in 
which I was the most invested that semester. When compared with the other dozen of 
student groups in which I enrolled, the ASO did feel more intense because student leaders 
made extra efforts to keep communication frequent. I received text messages from 
different upperclassmen almost every day. The group’s online chat room was never quiet 
any time of the day. There were outings or training sessions scheduled every other 
weekend. I saw other ASO members at least once a week. We sometimes manned our 
small office together, and sometimes we met to discuss upcoming projects. As a result, 
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friendships started building among new and old members. Even when they were not on 
duty members occasionally showed up in the ASO office to spend time with friends.  
 Even though small cliques of friends did form within the organization, there were 
not a many opportunities for all ASO members to get together as they did during the 
welcome party. Such an opportunity finally came again in December, when Jianshan, our 
chairperson, announced the second general meeting to celebrate the end of the first 
semester. The evening started off in a conference room at 7pm. Each subdivision took 
turns in sharing what they had accomplished in the semester, and what they had learned 
from the ASO experience so far. I found this to be a common tactic used in many student 
groups: these sharing sessions were occasions for student officers to renew their 
commitment to the organizations. By encouraging each other to evaluate their 
organizational experience, students engaged in a collective meaning making exercise 
when they reminded each other of their participatory motivations. Many student 
organizations called for evaluation and debriefing meetings when morale was low. These 
meeting usually sufficed – at least temporarily – to remind students about the 
commitments they had made to themselves and to the organizations. Organizational 
activities were time-consuming and sometimes frustrating, but self-cultivation could not 
be realized unless a student was willing to invest time into the experience.  
 What was special about the ASO was the dinner banquet that came immediately 
after the official evaluation meeting. ASO leadership hosted the dinner not only because 
they had secured university sponsorship to do so, but also because they were far-sighted 
enough to know that such participation was essential for ASO development. This 
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foresight, as one student leader told me, was what less experienced organizational leaders 
lacked. To announce personal vulnerability in public meetings might draw members 
closer to each other, but “honest, heart-to-heart” confessions that truly mattered in 
soothing inter-personal relationship could only take place in private. The dinner banquet 
offered an ideal occasion for making these confessions.  
The ASO’s dinner banquet was never formally announced before the general 
meeting, but there had been rumors for a few days that a “training session” was to take 
place right after the meeting. No one would tell me what exactly that “training session” 
was about, but I somehow got the sense that there would be drinking involved, about 
which students were mildly excited and nervous about at the same time.104 After we took 
a group photo at the end of the general meeting, Jianshan invited everybody to proceed to 
a restaurant close by for an end-of-semester celebration. He said, some ASO alumni 
would also join the occasion. It would be a good opportunity for the new officers to learn 
about the “secret history”(秘史)of the organization. Despite the lack of forewarning, the 
occasion was apparently carefully planned for beforehand. Jianshan even went through 
the trouble to invite college seniors, who were very seldom seen in any organizational 
event, to bless the group with their presence and to create the impression that the ASO 
enjoyed a proud lineage with history to be passed on.  
It was past 10pm when we were ready to leave for the restaurant. Some students 
chose to go back to the dormitory to study and to get ready for bed, but about two-thirds 
                                                        
104 The minimum legal drinking in China was eighteen. The law was introduced in January 2006. It was not 
usually strictly enforced because underage drinking had not generally be a big problem in China.  
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of the organizational members went on to attend this informal portion of the meeting. The 
restaurant had three tables set up by the time we got there. Some dishes had already got 
cold, because they had been sitting on the table for a while. There seemed to be more 
people attending this banquet than the student leaders had planned for initially. It took us 
a while to figure out everybody’s seating arrangement.105 But it did not take long for 
hungry students to finish all the food. A student leader ended up ordering three more 
dishes for each table, so that the table did not look empty.  
As soon as chopstick action slowed down, some student leaders gestured to the 
restaurant owner to bring over bottles of beer that they had already ordered. Together 
with the bottles came white disposable plastic cups the size of shot-glasses. Two students 
on each table volunteered to fill the plastic cups with beer and passed them around the 
tables. The freshman student sitting next to me whispered: “here it comes.” The so-called 
“training session,” as I had guessed already, was indeed a training session in drinking 
etiquette in dinner banquets. Knowing when and how to toast was important cultural 
knowledge that was needed in order to excel in the professional world. How to conduct 
oneself properly in banquets was be a useful leadership and inter-personal skill on 
campus and beyond. From the sequence of toasting and the proper way to hold the cup, 
this dinner banquet was a way to learn about manners and etiquettes in professional 
settings. A student informant explained to me that night,  
The subtle rule in China is that the real business is always conducted over 
dinner tables… this is China. This is the political (bureaucratic) culture 
here.  At ASO, you will gradually learn how to be a “society man” (社会
                                                        
105 Seating arrangement in Chinese banquets carried clear hierarchical messages.  
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人, meaning a successful professional well-versed with appropriate 
manners.) 
 
Technically university money could not go into buying dinner and alcohol. ASO 
leaders, nevertheless, knew that students would want and need this training, and 
somehow managed to keep this tradition of dinner banquets funded and continued every 
year. Students did not seem to particularly enjoy the beer, but they treated it more like an 
ordeal to go through. Some women asked whether they could pass and have their cups 
filled with non-alcoholic beverages instead. The student leaders pressed the cups into 
their hands and told them that at least they should finish the first cup before switching to 
juice: “even girls should learn how to drink. You should at least drink a little.”  
Many students were ambivalent about learning how to drink. On the one hand, 
they were curious and eager to gain social experience in professional mannerism. On the 
other hand, liquor consumption in China was often associated with corruption and 
extravagance. Some students – especially women - felt that they should delay the 
initiation as much as possible. The occasion offered a safe environment for freshmen to 
get socialized into elite drinking culture. The lesson was conducted under the supervision 
of “older” students. Also, they were filling their cups with just beer, which was of a much 
lower alcohol content than the rice liquor that was usually used in banquets.  
After everybody’s cups were filled, Jianshan, as the host of the banquet, was the 
first person to stand up and make a toast at his table. He thanked his student officers for 
all their hard work, and gave a few words of advice before the entire table drank their 
cups bottom-up. Meanwhile we on the next table were holding onto our own filled cups. 
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We waited for Jianshan to come over to toast our table, before we refilled our cups again 
for more toasting among ourselves. As the dinner progressed, I gradually learned that the 
main purpose of the dinner was organizationally oriented. Student leaders arranged the 
dinner banquet not only to impress and to educate junior officers. More importantly, the 
dinner banquet was an important occasion to confirm and remake social roles and 
relationships in the organization. In less than two hours of drinking and toasting, I 
witnessed how the ASO chairman reaffirmed his authority, communicated his vision of 
organizational development, and mediated power struggles in the organization. Other 
junior and senior officers also took advantage of the occasion to renew friendship through 
the toasting ritual and “drunk talk.”   
 
  
Illustration 5.1. Students Toasting at the ASO Banquet 
Soon everybody was standing up and walking around the dining room. I 
nervously held my small cup of beer waiting for something to happen. A sophomore 
student came to initiate a toast with me. He looked at me expectantly and waited for me 
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to say something first. After some polite exchange of pleasantries, he told me, “after 
tonight, I am not going to call you shijie (academic big sister) anymore, and you should 
stop calling me team leader. We will address each other by name from now on. We are 
friends.” It was then that I realize how he was purposefully seeking me out to have the 
toast and the conversation. My failure to verbally response to his gesture of friendship 
forced him to articulate the symbolic significance behind the invitation to toast. The 
student was using the toast to mediate the awkward relationship that we had in the 
organization: age-wise and educational-wise I was the senior, and yet I was structurally a 
“kid” in organizational hierarchy. For three months everybody had avoided the 
inconsistency by respectfully addressing me as “shijie,” even though I had not yet earned 
the credential to be in that rank. Through a small cup of beer, this student confronted that 
awkwardness by initiating a redefinition of our relationship in terms of friendship. He 
invited me to step out of organizational hierarchy and connect with him as equals.  
 Meanwhile my subdivision leader, Yinghan, was gathering our team members to 
get ready to give Jianshan a toast together. Everybody should toast the host to thank him 
and to recognize his leadership in the organization. Subdivision leaders decided that we 
should do it in groups, not only to reaffirm team solidarity, but also to let Jianshan drink 
with all of us at once rather than forcing him to overdrink from toasting with every 
individual. With all our cups filled, we stood next to Jianshan to wait for his attention 
while he talked to another subdivision. We waited for almost twenty minutes, as Jianshan 
kept talking as if he was giving a lecture. I wondered at that time whether a dinner 
banquet was the most appropriate occasion for extended conversations like that. It was 
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much later that I realized that the banquet was hosted exactly to create the opportunity for 
such “casual,” “informal,” and “spontaneous” talks.  
When it was finally our turn, Yinghan, being our subdivision leader, spoke first. 
She raised her cup to mid-air but did not toast it. She said, “I think I have grown a lot this 
semester. I don’t know whether you saw that or not. It doesn’t matter if you didn’t. I have 
learned a lot regardless… I want to get even more involved in ASO next semester.” I 
knew that Yinghan was interested in the position of the ASO chairperson in the coming 
academic year. That was the first time that I saw her articulating her ambition in a public 
setting. Jianshan smiled kindly, but did not say anything. He then turned to me and the 
deputy subdivision leader to continue with the conversation. After Jianshan talked to 
everyone in my subdivision individually, he made a few general remarks to our team, 
while in the process hinting that he was not ready to endorse Yinghan for the chairperson 
position yet:  
There is still a lot that you all have to learn. You can’t focus just on the 
short-term rewards. Yinghan is the best among you all in her ability to 
think ahead, but she has to continue learning… She has a lot of good 
ideas, but there is sometimes not enough substance in what she says… you 
cannot feel too good about where you are now. You need to work step by 
step. I, too, went step by step and worked all the way up the ranks… 
 
His lecture went on for another five minutes, before we finally made our toast and 
drank. In his “private” talk to our subdivision, he recognized Yinghan’s capability, but at 
the same time avoided talking about how her ability fit into the organization, and hence 
declining her requests for more opportunities and responsibilities. A few months after this 
banquet, Jianshan told me in confidence that Yinghan was an exceptionally capable 
woman who managed to “think like a man.” She was a fine, efficient team leader, but 
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Jianshan had his reservations about trusting the organizational chairmanship to a woman 
because she might be too emotional to handle crisis situations. “Men and women want 
different things in life.” he speculated that a woman tended not to be as ambitious in 
climbing up the associational ladder, and therefore was not as ideal a male candidate.106 
About thirty minutes later, I saw Jianshan gently grasping the wrist of Weiqiang, 
another subdivision leader of sophomore standing while talking to him. The two were 
laughing a lot. Weiqiang exclaimed before he made the toast to Jianshan, “no matter 
whether I will continue to stay in the ASO next year, you will be my elder brother for 
life!” This episode began the rumors at ASO that Jianshan was thinking about making 
Weiqiang his successor. He had intentionally grasped Weiqiang’s wrist to communicate 
his trust. Weiqiang, on the other hand, responded to Jianshan’s friendly gesture by 
turning it into an invitation of brotherly friendship and hence politely declined Jianshan’s 
offer to step up as a closer colleague and mentor. Weiqiang ended up being the vice-
chairperson of the ASO the next year. Some students told me that Weiqiang was never 
interested in being the chairperson because he preferred to work alongside someone else.  
I was always impressed about how calm and smooth Jianshan was when he 
handled ASO affairs. At his early twenties, he already behaved like an experienced 
diplomat. Cautious about saying the right thing at the right time, he always managed to 
                                                        
106 I dissected Yinghan’s struggle in more details in chapter three. Yinghan ended up attending an exchange 
program to South Korea the following year, and hence voluntarily quit the leadership race. We had a few 
conversations about the pros and cons of the semester aboard before she signed up. Relinquishing her 
candidacy at the ASO was among her major concerns. She considered losing the prestige and experience 
associated with top ASO leadership a major opportunity cost. There were later rumors that Yinghan would 
have become the co-vice-chairperson with Weiqiang if she had stayed at ASO. The chairman position went 
to a much less out-spoken subdivision leader. 
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get his points across while not being openly confrontational. Looking at how Jianshan 
subtly but firmly communicated his ideas about organizational leadership while toasting 
with everybody, I came to appreciating the importance of this dinner banquet in 
maintaining organizational cohesion. The leadership race was a sensitive topic that could 
lead to power struggle and drive the organization apart. It should not be dealt with 
internally because students did not want it to look like an inside job, nor should there be 
formal competitions because that would make inter-personal conflicts public and take the 
decision making power out of the hands of ASO’s top leadership. The dinner banquet 
provided the perfect context for such a conversation to be conducted via symbolic 
interaction. The conversations were for everyone to hear and the hand gestures were for 
everyone to see, and yet the potential meanings embedded were still open to speculations 
and interpretations. The evening started rumors within the organization, but Jianshan did 
not have to openly confirm or deny his preference. He could, on the other hand, make use 
of the gossip to get a sense who the junior officers wanted as the future leader without 
directly consulting them. His authority in the organization could be maintained, and at the 
same time he could gather more information to make an appropriate decision.  
Seeing that the intrigued ethnographer was fervently writing in her notebook on 
the side of the now-deserted dinner table when everybody was up toasting, a student 
leader of junior standing volunteered to take the seat next to me to explain the wider 
significance of the dinner banquet. Having had a few drinks himself, he told me,   
China has a peculiar drinking culture and banqueting culture. Have you 
heard the phase “the truth comes out after a few drinks” (酒後吐真言)? 
[…]Chinese people never criticize people in their face. We can only 
assume. There might be things that I assume you understand, but in fact 
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you don’t. You know, we work together all the time. Disagreements and 
frictions are inevitable. We wouldn’t talk about these disagreements in 
normal circumstances because saving face is important. After a few 
drinks, however, everybody gets tipsy. This is when we can talk honestly (
说真心话, “talk from our heart truthfully”). If I am not happy with you, I 
can tell you honestly… I know that in America you can talk everything 
out honestly all the time. In China, you can’t always say everything loud 
because we are all concerned about saving face. We have to keep 
everything in our heart. This is why we need [dinner banquets.] We all 
drink together, and then we can say whatever we want. I said it, you heard 
it. You don’t have to agree with me, but now you know what I think. 
Because of saving face, I have to say things in convoluted ways in normal 
circumstances. I thought that you understand but in fact you don’t. This is 
why we always say that Chinese people are very calculating… This kind 
of hiding things from each other and plotting from behind (勾心斗角) is 
detrimental to any organizational structure.  
 
(CYS: Does that happen in ASO as well?) 
 
Of course it does. [These tension and secrecy exist] whenever the 
organization grows big. We all keep our dissatisfactions to ourselves 
because there is no outlet to voice them. This is not healthy for 
organizational development, because [these interpersonal tensions] might 
hinder people from giving their best… If we say everything out loud, there 
would be no hindrance to our cooperation anymore… Even if you get 70% 
drunk, 30% of you are still sober (酒醉三分醒). You would use that 30% 
of sobriety to remember what people have said to you.  
 
(CYS: Do people regret what they say after getting drunk?) 
 
Regrets? Of course there might be regrets. But this is still better than not 
speaking it out loud at all. There is no way to take back words that have 
been spoken anyway. Regrets wouldn’t do you any good. […] 
 
(CYS: Does similar tension exist in other student organizations as well?) 
 
They are all like that. But the ASO is special in the sense that everybody is 
an elite here. We all have our own opinions, and therefore we have a lot of 
disagreements too. We are all very capable. Our group is rather big, and 
our activities are more complex. [Therefore inter-personal tension occurs 
easily here]. 
 
  
199 
 In his narration, this student leader confirmed that serving alcohol at the dinner 
banquet was not just a tradition or a coincidence. Alcohol directly functioned as a face-
saving device. He acknowledged that ASO was never a perfect family as it might seem or 
like to appear. Like other big and small organizations, inter-personal tension and 
competitions were inevitable. While these power struggles were not acknowledged in 
normal associational proceedings, student leaders recognized that they might hinder 
organizational efficiency and longevity. The use of alcohol again reflected a structural 
functionalist understanding of student organizations. Similar to the effect of establishing 
a joking relationship (Radcliffe-Brown 1940), alcohol soothed structural tension by 
replacing polite avoidance with accepted disrespect and open confrontations under 
controlled circumstances.107 Even though ASO leaders recognized that consensuses and 
absolute cohesion were not possible, they were still incessant in their efforts to implant 
tension mediation components to minimize real conflict situations. ASO’s superior 
financial resources and connections with the administration which allowed the group to 
purchase alcohol were undoubtedly important in fueling its success in community 
building, not merely as an excuse for members to get together to drink. More importantly, 
ASO leaders had done careful planning and calculation before the occasion to make sure 
that the beer would serve its proper educational and tension mediating functions. It was 
important for students to learn when to get drunk, how to get drunk, and which 
                                                        
107 Anthropological literature documents that there is no natural loosening of inhibitions necessarily 
associated with alcohol, but it is often culturally convenient to set aside drinking occasions as spaces where 
“hidden” things can be revealed, but not “owned” since they were revealed while the speaker was not in her 
in control. For ethnographic accounts of the social functions of alcohol and drinking, see, for example, 
Christensen 2015).  
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boundaries to push and not to push even when they got “drunk” in order to keep the ASO 
family running.  
 
Student Organizations and New Modes and Locales of “Loving Discipline” 
 Classic structural functionalist literature, such as the work of Radcliffe-Brown, 
dedicated much attention to the analysis of kinship, because of its central importance in 
maintaining stability and cohesion especially in pre-state societies. Kin obligations were 
the contract that held societal members in their rightful places. The social dynamics in 
student organizations did resemble some features depicted in these kin models. For 
example, sociability was strongly determined by age-cohort. Generational categories, 
marked by clear boundaries and rigid hierarchy, were extremely difficult to cross. 
Students were  quite unlikely to form close alliances with their supervising seniors to 
whom they were directly responsible, but they could be more relaxed in front of people 
who were more than one “generation” away. At the same time, as much as the 
organizational family was imagined to be coherent and self-reproducing, there were 
always clashes of interests. Groups that failed to overcome these internal conflicts might 
fall apart, while the ones that managed to alleviate these tensions – such as the ASO – 
could continue to prosper.  
 One major difference that set student organizations apart from pre-state societies 
was that all participants were keenly aware of the fictive nature of these kin relationships 
and hoped that their symbolic generative functions could nonetheless reproduce idealized 
familial trust and solidarity. Participation in the social construction of fictive kinship was 
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willful and intentional. Nobody was misled into thinking that these kin networks were 
natural and absolutely binding. These kin relationships were also understood to be 
context specific. The obligations that students had towards their group leaders and fellow 
participants very seldom overrode students’ loyalty to their personal friends, classmates, 
and roommates. While using kinship terms were widely considered to be the norm in 
associational life, students were keenly aware of when and where these relationships 
applied. Students knew that they were, after all, not a “real” family.  
 From the onset, student organizations actually functioned more like household 
enterprises rather than actual families. Besides sustaining structural continuity and well-
being of individual family members, a more important goal for these “patricorporations” 
(Gates 1996) lay in their productive capacity. In the case of student organizations, the 
emotional bonds and status expectations derived from the use of kinship terms were 
ultimately meant for facilitating organizational longevity and efficient planning of events 
and activities. The patrilineal kinship and gender hierarchy were kept more or less intact, 
because they were a useful order maintaining mechanism in regulating disputes over 
leadership and decision making. Therefore, the family metaphor in student organizations 
reinforced hierarchy alongside its stated function of sponsoring comradeship and 
emotional dependence. The ideal family of friends and equals would only work if 
students subjected themselves to contractual bonds based on a non-negotiable hierarchy.  
The family metaphors used in such student organizations were primarily intended 
to cultivate emotional intimacy, but in actuality their operation was not very different 
from how they were used in commercial, religious, and political institutions. For a 
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thousand years household enterprises and petty capitalists in dynastic China had 
integrated familial morality in sustaining businesses (Gates 1996). As indicated by the 
slang expression of Qin introduced in the beginning of this chapter, even larger online 
businesses today used an invented intimate kinship term in an attempt to promote rapport 
and loyalty, albeit in such a promiscuous and unnatural manner that ended up attracting 
ridicule instead. The Chinese Communist Party, too, was no stranger in mobilizing 
paternalistic logic and symbols to justify territorial claims and totalitarian governance 
(For example, Gladney 1996). In spite of students’ aspiration to adhere to a modern 
family model that runs on love and affection, their language very much resembled 
conservative socialist practices that many students wished to denounce.  
In spite of its not-so-novel application, the role of fictive kinship and intimate 
relationships in social and political subjectivation has not received as much scholarly 
attention as other modalities of self-discipline – such as internalized surveillance 
(Foucault 1995 [1977]), bodily practices (Mahmood 2005), and textual repetition 
(Hirschkind 2006) – did in theorizing ethical personhood.108 In the student organizations I 
studied, the idiom of kinship and family concealed and modulated existing rigid 
generational and gender hierarchies. No one wanted to admit that these hierarchies 
existed, but they were the primary structural mechanisms that dictated the operation of 
associational life and students’ experience, operating beneath the idealized evocation of 
friendship and equality. Intimacy and familial relationships could be a potent site of 
subjectivation to inculcate social order and moral values.  
                                                        
108 I thank Chris Taylor for the inspiration to interpret my case in relation to this cluster of work.  
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 The imagination of student organization as a “family” unit, a “loving” one no less, 
highlighted students’ ambition to differentiate themselves from other economic and 
political institutions in the “adult” world based on rigid bureaucratic hierarchy and 
absolute adherence to impersonal rules, or on purely instrumental attitudes and 
relationships. Students established their moral superiority by their stated and enacted 
willingness to cultivate genuine emotional connections with fellow participants. At the 
same time, kinship terminology sometimes belittled students’ social contributions. 
Separating extra-curricular activities from the political and economic spheres, the idiom 
of family pulled these informal associations into the private sphere. This constructed a 
natural association of student activities with “children’s play” that could only be confined 
within the nurturing walls of the university community. This engendered a stigmatization 
among the university authority that students’ playful engagement did not count as much 
because they were not mature forms of social participations.  
As I will continue to elaborate in the rest of this dissertation, the boundaries 
between the public and the private are often ambiguous. The prevalent use of kinship 
terms did not in effect make student organization a private activity. Students’ and 
institutional impressions about these activities as private and inconsequential nevertheless 
granted students more freedom to experiment with democratic ideals and social activism 
that would not have been tolerated in the “adult’s world.” Personhood cultivated under 
familial hierarchy and paternal logic might not be obviously conducive to expressions of 
innovations and individuality, but the loving family might shield some budding initiatives 
from being crushed immediately.   
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CHAPTER SIX 
“DEMOCRACY” IN ACTION: LEADERSHIP ELECTIONS  
IN STUDENT ORGANIZATIONS 
Injection of chicken blood (打鸡血): Refers to the popular wisdom during 
the Cultural Revolution era that injection of chicken blood into the body 
could boost morale and productivity. The expression is now used to 
describe intentional arousal of emotional responses and collective 
effervescence through rallies, motivational speakers, and public occasions 
to unleash emotional energy. The effects of these artificial boosters are 
usually strong and immediate, but they often fail to sustain over a very 
long time.  
 
In 2008, SCU made headlines in local and national newspapers when it became 
the first university in China to launch a direct ballot system in an election for the 
chairperson of its student union, the nominal student government on-campus. Most 
Chinese students had had experiences in voting for class representatives, but never before 
had they engaged in a campus-wide election where campaigning was officially endorsed 
by the school. Candidates spent months in crew recruitment and campaign strategizing. 
They drafted detailed proposals and advertised their policies in public speeches, debates, 
and other campaigning materials. The election became the topic of the time on campus. 
Students and bystanders regarded the election an unprecedented attempt to introduce the 
“real taste of democracy” to the Chinese college campus. A student told me, “it was like 
the American presidential election.”  
When I asked students about that electoral experiment three years later, however, 
the reactions I got were indifferent at best. My student informants did not remember the 
experience fondly. Their recollections consisted mainly of the finger pointing and 
personal attacks that took place during the campaign. Candidates who used to be friends 
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and colleagues turned against each other. They sought to undermine their opponents by 
accusing them of plagiarizing in exams and being disloyal to their friends. One student 
admitted that he did not find the occasion particularly worth repeating: “The election 
turned ugly. The idea (of a direct ballot system) was great, but there were too many 
problems with its actual operation.” Another student said with a shrug of his shoulders: “I 
couldn’t care less [about the election.] The student union does not do anything anyway… 
I am not the one running for office. Why would I care? [School administrators and 
student officers] probably had their preferred candidates in mind beforehand. Their guy 
would probably win no matter how they ran the election.” 
The above interview was not an isolated anecdote. Rather than inspiring young 
people to further democratic pursuits, voting in campus associations revealed how easily 
manipulated the direct ballot system was. Unable to live up to students’ unrealistic 
expectations of democracy in action, the electoral experience convinced participants that 
liberal democracy was not feasible in China. This chapter discusses why direct ballot 
elections were considered a poor instrument for electing organizational leaders and for 
determining results in extra-curricular contests. I argue that the piecemeal installation of 
“democratic” forms and systems, when not being properly supported by other democratic 
institutions, can fuel disappointment and apathy.  
 
Ballot Casting in Student Organizations 
 Throughout my research, I observed two major types of occasions when student 
leaders in on-campus organizations would call for ballot-casting. The first type of 
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occasion was the election of new student leaders, which usually took place at the end of 
the semester. To make a decision on the personnel to administer organizational affairs in 
the upcoming academic year, most student organizations would invite all registered 
members to vote in their last general meetings. Although attendance was usually open-to-
all, only aspiring candidates and a few enthusiastic members would attend these meetings 
in most cases. The number of attendees usually ranged from a few to several dozen 
people. Electoral rules varied from organization to organization. Most organizations 
would use a secret ballot system, and some simply asked for a public show of hands. 
Some would assign more weight to votes cast by senior members or outgoing committee 
members, who were thought to have privileged knowledge of the candidates and were 
therefore in better positions to determine how well the candidates are for the their 
intended positions.  
The second type of occasion to vote were situations where students had to decide 
on the winners for performing, writing, and other types of contests. In most student-run-
competitions, organizers preferred to establish ad-hoc professional panels to make the 
decision. The panels were usually comprised of school administrators and invited student 
leaders from sister universities, because they were believed to be more impartial. Some 
student organizers, however, would also consider assigning ten to forty percent of the 
total score to be determined by campus-wide voting. The purpose was, for the most part, 
to get more students involved in the competitions. As online polling became easier to 
administer, casting votes via internet-based forums got more and more popular. 
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Nevertheless, as I will elaborate in the following pages, students tended to be skeptical 
over the credibility and transparency of these polling results. 
 
 
 
 
Illustration 6.1. Ballot Box in the Office of the 
Student Union. 
 
Illustration 6.2. Leadership Election Day of a 
Student Group. 
 
The following data come from my observations of the processes and deliberations 
involved in these incidents of voting both online and offline. I participated in eight end-
of-semester student-run meetings to decide on leadership transition matters, six of which 
involved an organization-wide ballot-casting component in the decision process. I 
conversed with students before and after the elections to learn about how they felt about 
their voting experiences. I also went to eight cultural shows and talent contests that 
allowed the audience to vote for the winner. Although the impersonal and interactive 
nature of these performances limited my opportunities to talk to students about their 
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decisions, I supplemented participant-observation with data collected in online chat-
rooms and forums where students discussed the contestants and the results. Besides the 
occasions to vote for student leaders and for competition results, I have also incorporated 
observations in internal organizing meetings where student officers would sometimes 
resort to voting for decision making.  
 
Students’ Perceptions on Voting 
My observations suggest that many students expressed weariness and 
disappointment after organizing the elections or casting their votes. The following 
paragraphs explain students’ unsatisfying experiences by elaborating their critiques of 
voting as unfair, instrumental, prone to manipulation, wasteful, and confrontational.  
 
The “Clan Factor” 
Many students, especially those who had had experiences in organizing on-
campus competitions or elections, believed that voting was not the most effective system 
to match the right person to the right job. While students understood that the intent of 
voting was to let different voices be heard, they also believed that general members, who 
were easily misinformed or swayed by irrelevant considerations, did not have the far-
sightedness to decide on the best option.  
There were a couple of reasons why students cast doubts over the fairness of 
voting. First, the system favored popular and well-connected candidates, who were not 
necessarily the ones who were the most deserving to win. Scholars of rural elections 
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called it “the clan factor,” which referred to the situation where villagers favored 
candidates from their own clans or extended families regardless of their performances 
(He 2007, O’Brien and Zhao 2011). This relational factor was much magnified in on-
campus competitions, where most peripheral members did not care much about 
associational affairs. They had little personal interests invested in campus politics, and 
would not show up to vote unless their friends urged them to. Unlike village politics that 
could pose direct and indirect impacts on the voting constituents, campus politics were 
perceived to be informal and inconsequential. As a result, students often cast their votes 
for the candidates with whom they had personal connections. It was considered a favor 
done for a friend. In fact, many students admitted that they showed up in the last general 
meeting of the year just because they wanted to help particular candidates. These 
supporters were referred to as “the mob of relatives and friends” (亲友团). The family 
image here is in contrast with the loving image discussed in the last chapter.  The image 
here is of loud and uneducated folks who would blindly follow the herd.  
 The clan factor was particularly disruptive in voting monitored online. I was in 
two meetings for discussing electoral procedures. In both meetings, when there were 
students recommending the use of online polling, the suggestion would immediately be 
buffered by the challenge of “how would you stop people from visiting the poll again and 
again to cast multiple votes?” To impose a log-in requirement that limited each student 
account to one vote was a solution, but then the new concern would be some students’ 
countermeasure to use their friends’ identification numbers to log in. A student told me 
that she had seen classmates in a proposal competition knocking on every door in a 
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dormitory building to ask their peers for student identification cards. The team made it 
clear that the information would be used only for online polling, and the cards would be 
returned to the dormitory rooms immediately upon completing the voting process in 
twenty minutes. Apparently, these votes were cast not according to the quality of the 
competing proposals, but to how diligent and effective the teams were in recruiting 
supporters. Nevertheless, my informant did not see much problem with this practice, 
because she reasoned that it was an easy and efficient way for students to show support to 
their classmates without even having to visit the polling website personally. 
 A student posted an elaborated weibo (twitter in China) entry online to analyze 
how he had lost his confidence in on-campus voting because of the clan factor. Citing 
three associational contests as examples, he complained that the heavy weight of twenty 
to forty percent that the organizers assigned to voting had very much undermined the 
credibility of the competition results. Throughout the weibo entry, the student assumed 
that it was common and understandable for students to vote for their friends and their 
academic departments to which they belonged. It was extremely unlikely for voters to 
look beyond friendships and affiliations to vote for the best performing teams. He ended 
his essay with a sigh that the university was regrettably becoming a mirror of the society 
that ran on personal relationships. He pointed out, contestants should not have to rely on 
“social connections, personal favors, and popularity” (人脉, 人情, 人气) to win a 
competition in a functional society. His dissatisfaction with the voting system was not 
only directed against the student organizers, but it was also a social critique of corruption 
and relationship manipulation in the society at large.  
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The Performer’s Advantage 
 Besides the penchant to vote for friends, students also found the results of voting 
unconvincing because the system often biased voters towards extroverts and expressive 
performers. Students acknowledged that it was unfortunate though understandable for 
regular voting patterns to be hijacked by catchy performances. A play relying on crude 
humor could be vulgar, but it was more entertaining than a meticulous production of a 
theatrical classics. A charismatic candidate might be good at capturing her audience, but 
she might not be hardworking enough to support the mundane operation of the 
organization. The need to appeal to a general electorate pushed the contestants to go after 
the flashy, the superficial, and the mediocre instead of the substantial.109 It was hence 
essential to counter the unfair advantage that clowns and comedians enjoyed by 
privileging the voices of figures with more distinguished taste and more instrumental 
knowledge. 
It was an especially important concern in associational leader elections to ensure 
that the campaigning speech made at the general assembly did not become the sole 
consideration for voters. Many student leaders were explicitly or implicitly clear in their 
preference for “doers over talkers” and “painters over artists” in their ideal choice of 
successors. While many students expected leaders in campus associations to be 
presentable and charismatic (有气场), seasoned student leaders preferred their successors 
to be “down-to-earth,” “hardworking,” “responsible,” “willing to listen,” and “able to 
                                                        
109 I discussed the importance of substance and authenticity in Chapter four.  
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bind the group together.” These were attributes of a bureaucratic leader rather than a 
charismatic one. Student leaders were often worried that inexperienced underclassmen 
would ruin future organizational development by voting for the wrong reasons.  
A year after his failed attempt to vice-chairmanship of the Care for AIDS 
Alliance, a student informant was still bitter about how he narrowly lost the position to a 
peer who “presented well but did not work well”. He said, “[the elected vice-chairperson] 
gave a grandiose speech on the election day. Her confidence convinced her peers that she 
would make a good leader. But she overburdened herself with too many responsibilities. 
We should have foreseen that she would be so much more invested in [that other big 
student organization] than a small interest group like us.” That realization came too late. 
After she has secured her vice-presidentship the academic year before, she ended up 
abandoning the organization during her office. She never showed up again after the first 
general meeting. My informant was not happy that he ended up doing all the work while 
the title of “vice-president” went into another person’s resume.  
After going through the voting experience, students learned that the quality of 
performance on the election day did not convey useful information for making informed 
decisions. A rational vote could only be cast by an informed voter, who was expected to 
have a comprehensive idea about associational dynamics and individual candidates’ 
capabilities. In on-campus elections, however, students often commanded little or even 
no knowledge concerning their different options. Either the information was not available 
to them, or they lacked motivation to learn more before they cast their ballots. It sounded 
democratic to have the entire university decide on the best essay of the year, but the 
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system would not work if only a small portion of voters managed to read all the entries 
before casting their votes. All others would end up voting for an essay written by a friend, 
or one that she accidentally came across without making comparison with the others. 
Students were skeptical if anyone would be willing to invest the time and effort to play 
judges unless one had personal interests or responsibilities attached. Uncertain about their 
level of expertise and eligibility to vote, many students felt more comfortable leaving the 
burden of decision making to disinterested figures of authority who commanded either 
professional expertise or appropriate social status. At least they were more likely to stay 
away from populist gimmicks and relational concerns, and to give all contesting 
candidates a fair ground on which to compete.  
 
Voting was instrumental 
Despite a widespread recognition that voting was inherently unfair, student 
leaders had not abandoned it in making decisions for student organizations. They often 
employed the voting mechanism for other instrumental values such as advertising and 
liability avoidance. Not unaware of these instrumental motivations, many students 
became even more skeptical of the voting system. A direct ballot system failed to deliver 
fairness and “real” democracy; instead it was often manipulated for purposes of 
advertising, liability avoidance, and expedited conflict resolution.  
 Student organizations often used voting as an advertising tactic. With a wide array 
of official and student-run activities available on-campus, often at overlapping times, 
student organizations competed with each other for audience, impact, and reputation. 
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Implanting a voting component in a meeting or a competing event was an effective way 
to boost attendance and attention. As running candidates needed supporters to vote, they 
would try their best to recruit attendees to the occasion. Performing contests that allowed 
the audience to vote for the winners at the end of the evening were often better attended 
than comparable non-competitive ones. Some students would leave the event right after 
they cast their votes. The obvious gesture of “showing up just to vote” was not to be 
ashamed of. Attendees did their competing friends a favor by casting their votes, at the 
same time they contributed to organizers’ head counts even though they dismissed 
themselves halfway through the event. Sometimes, competitive elements were implanted 
into performing events just because the organizers wanted to take advantage of the 
promotional effect of a voting mechanism.  
Similar advertising effects also worked in online polling, which was an easy 
instrument to promote visits to certain websites. Pleas to vote were circulated via emails, 
chat-room conversations, and other online forums. The initial link that the running 
candidates sent out would soon be multiplied as friends passed around the information in 
their own social circles. The powerful rippling effect captured the interests of not only 
student organizers, but also corporate sponsors and advocates of different causes who 
wanted their messages to reach the youth population. Companies sponsored on-campus 
contests that they hoped would boost exposure of their internet links and product 
information. Even school administrators exploited the advertising function of voting. For 
example, each year the university funded a student group to run a proposal contest on 
campus improvement initiatives. Students involved told me that school administrators 
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generously offered technical support to run a poll on their website. The purpose was 
obviously to draw internet users from the old university online chat-room to a developing 
CCP-sponsored- forum that was younger and much less popular.  
A voting component in on-campus competitions served not only an advertising 
function, it also helped to buffer responsibility and liability in case an event went wrong. 
Student leaders were not shy of admitting that popular votes had to be included in the 
rating criteria to maintain appearances of open competition. When a competition was 
accused of being an insiders’ job, organizers could shield themselves with the argument 
that they had never excluded other people from decision-making: “we have tried our best 
to incorporate campus-wide participation in determining the results already. There is 
nothing that we can do if students chose not to vote in the election phase and then 
complain about the results afterwards.” Student leaders understood that absolute fairness 
could never be attained in any competition. To attribute responsibility to mass 
indifference was an excuse easier to swallow for most college students, who tended to be 
vaguely familiar with the discourse of democracy but did not understand the specifics of 
how a democratic system worked. Rather than empowering students with the opportunity 
to engage, voting was often used to justify the organizers’ positions.  
In internal meetings and associational processes, voting was perceived to be a 
hasty and lazy way to reach a quick but less-than-perfect decision. When someone 
suggested taking a vote, participants knew that the discussion had dragged for too long 
and that it was time to wrap up the meeting. The suggestion to vote also signified a 
stalemate in the discussion, where the proponent gave up on forging a consensus among 
  
216 
different camps of polarized positions. It was used to quickly resolve the issue by forcing 
the silent and neutral participants to take sides in the debate. Sometimes a vote was called 
strategically.  
For example, in an internal meeting to decide on the division of labor within a 
student organization, students could not compromise on whether to put one person in 
charge or two. Students in opposite camps spent over an hour trying to convince the few 
undecided peers to take their sides. Seeing that the discussion was going nowhere, a 
student officer suggested that it was time to vote. Although this proponent claimed 
herself to be “neutral and impartial on the issue,” the call to vote was made at the moment 
when the discussion swung to the direction with which she seemed to agree. The 
suggestion invited simultaneous support and opposition. With no change in the alignment 
of initial positions, one side of the room wanted to take a vote right away while the other 
side claimed that the issue needed further discussion. Students clearly understood that 
taking a vote was a decision of whether it was time to end an already over-long meeting, 
rather than a way to identify the best solution to the question at hand.  From this 
perspective, settling on a conclusion on the basis of majority rule was a bad way to 
resolve a conflict or a disagreement. Voting should always be the last resort that should 
not be called for unless it was absolutely impossible to reach a consensus.  
 
Results of voting could be easily manipulated 
Many students were suspicious of the extent to which elections were controlled by 
figures of authority. It was believed that such manipulation could go as far as direct 
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tampering of the result. Sometimes appointment decisions were perceived to be 
predetermined, and voting was merely seen as a formality to make the results appear fair 
and just. In influential organizations like the Communist Youth League or the Student 
Union, it was common knowledge that on-campus Communist Party agents were 
involved in approving the list of candidates. No matter what the election results were, 
students well understood that persons of authority could easily nullify or overturn the 
outcome.  
I have never seen or heard of actual occurrences of such manipulation. These 
elections were probably too irrelevant that the authorities saw no need to intervene. 
Nevertheless, students were always aware of the possibility that school administrators 
might exercise their power to shut down an election or to deny the outcome of the vote. 
This extra-organization factor was perceived to be disruptive, unfair, and whimsical, but 
students accepted it for being normal “under the current circumstances in Chinese 
universities [with the visible and invisible presence of CCP agents on campus].” A 
student leader, while not agreeing with bestowing administrators with extra-structural 
power, reasoned that it was acceptable for them to interfere in campus organization 
politics. He said: “Student officers came and went. One year they were in office, next 
year they would be gone. And then there would be new students coming in. On the other 
hand, school administrators were the constant. They stayed [in their job of monitoring 
student organizations] for at least a few years. Of course they were more far-sighted 
when making appointment decisions.” Actual tampering with the voting results was 
probably not common, but the widespread suspicion that school administrators were 
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ultimately in charge indicated how fragile and corrupt the voting system could be in 
students’ point of view.  
 School administrators were not the only stakeholders who could tamper with an 
electoral outcome. Student leaders had the potential and capability to influence the vote 
for the interest of the future development of the organization. For example, some student 
leaders would decide on the ideal cabinet before the election, and then arranged an 
occasion for the favored candidates “to get to know each other better.” It was obvious to 
all parties involved that the purpose was to get them to help each other out during and 
after the election. In another example, a senior student managed to talk an aspiring 
candidate out of running in a race by hinting that he would not be endorsed by the senior 
officers in the organization. These manipulations were not perceived to be wrong. In fact, 
it was the responsibility of good student leaders to make sure that the electoral results did 
not end up as disasters. They were expected to monitor the results, not only for 
associational development, but also for the candidates themselves, who sometimes 
underestimated the gravity of associational responsibilities and the challenges of 
balancing extra-curricular engagements with their academic obligations. It would be bad 
for both the organization and the persons involved if the appointment was made solely by 
voting.  
 
Campaigning was wasteful and disruptive 
 As much as engaged participants might enjoy the taste and experience of 
organizing and running an election, less involved students often find the process 
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disruptive. When a competition with a component of popular voting took place, students 
would find their email inboxes and online discussion groups cluttered with 
advertisements and pleas to vote. Some students told me that they felt annoyed with this 
increased amount of junk posts, many of which were circulated around as chain mails and 
cross-posted in multiple forums. Informants were not happy about candidates who 
attempted to turn online chat-rooms into campaign battlefields. A student said: “Every 
time a new message came in, a reminder box popped up. It was very disturbing when I 
was studying.”110 Online forums were supposed to facilitate associational communication 
and discussion. Some students did not want to see them being derailed for campaigning 
purposes.  
 Besides creating information clutter online, campaigning and promotions also 
created congestion on some parts of campus. In an event where student organizations 
competed with each other for being listed as the “best student organizations of the year,” 
student groups were assigned their own booths to promote. An hour into the event, 
however, some groups felt disadvantaged by the less travelled locations to which they 
were assigned, and therefore abandoned their booths and moved their advertising 
campaigns to the vote casting area right outside of the school canteen. The canteen area 
became very crowded especially when lunch hours approached. Student representatives 
competed to stuff leaflets into the hands of passers-by. Some even physically dragged 
their peers by their arms to the ballot boxes. The organizing students tried their best to re-
                                                        
110 When I asked him why he could not just switch off the chat function, he told me that he had to keep the 
notifications on because he needed to keep himself updated on other associational happenings. 
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direct pedestrian traffic, but there was still a lot of queue cutting and confusion, which 
created a not-so-pleasant electoral experience. Some students felt that it was a waste of 
paper for the student groups to print such large stacks of promotional flyers, most of 
which ended up being cast away with no one interested in studying the details. Later in 
the school online forum, the organizing students were criticized for causing the chaos and 
disruption to students who just wanted to peacefully enjoy their lunch break during the 
short inter-class hours. “I did not understand why they wanted to host this campaigning 
event to start with.” A student wrote, “flyers were not going to change what people voted 
for. If they have planned on voting, they would come to vote. Otherwise, campaigning 
and persuasion were just a waste of effort.”  
 
Voting was confrontational 
Some students were uncomfortable with the idea of voting because it created 
conflicts and competitions instead of encouraging consensus. Voting was based on the 
principle of majority rule, which inevitably resulted in the submission or withdrawal of 
the losing parties. Many students admitted that they would rather minimize the 
occurrences and intensity of competitions in extra-curricular activities. Student groups 
were supposed to be bound together by common interests, passion, and friendship. They 
preferred officer selection to be made via a more personal way rather than by a 
confrontational voting system. Voting as an organizational process was perceived to be 
institutional and structural, and not entirely in sync with the informal and friendly culture 
cultivated by on-campus associations.  
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Results: Disappointment and Disillusionment 
 As a result, after participating in or even organizing direct elections of different 
forms and scope, some students were made even wearier about ballot casting and empty 
talk of democratic ideals with which voting was associated. Having first-hand experience 
in how unfair, instrumental, easily manipulated, disruptive, and confrontational the 
electoral mechanism could be, students felt that voting was rife with problems in 
principle and operation. It was far from being the ideal instrument for electing student 
leaders and making rational decisions. In theory, voting could mobilize and empower all 
the constituents of the organization. In practice, however, not all stake-holders always 
enjoyed equal footing. Students realized that school administrators and experienced 
student leaders might be in better positions to make rational decisions. Being endowed 
with the power to vote did not automatically translate into empowerment. The experience 
of voting did not necessarily engender the taste for democratic ideals. 
 Sharing a general sense of distrust in and boredom about the voting system, 
student leaders in campus groups tried to water down the impact of voting in decision 
making. The intention was not to discourage expressions of opinions on campus. To the 
contrary, it was perceived to be the responsible thing to do for student leaders to monitor 
electoral outcomes and to counter the ill effects of voting. In competitions, the weight of 
popular voting seldom exceeded forty percent of the total score, hence preserving a 
heavier weight of decision making power for the panel of judges. In elections of student 
leaders, gate-keeping began as soon as student leaders started offering encouraging or 
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discouraging “personal advice” to certain candidates. Under the electoral rules of some 
student organizations, general members were allowed to vote candidates into the final 
round of the interview, but had little authority in making the final decision. Sometimes, 
experienced upperclassmen were given two votes each, hence curbing the influence of 
the rest of the general members who were only given one each. In some organizations, 
student leaders decided to altogether replace the component of voting with interviews. To 
conduct full-panel interviews with each and every one of the running candidates was 
much more time consuming than taking a simple popular vote. Nevertheless, it was 
considered the better way to ensure that the new leaders would be compatible for working 
together.    
 As a result, many student participants came to the conclusion that the particular 
situation in China was not well-suited for promoting and implementing “Western style 
democracy.” Some students reasoned that China was too vast a country with too many 
people: “It would be impossible to reach a consensus if everybody had to be heard. 
Nothing would get done.” Some students were concerned that the level of education and 
civic awareness in China was lagging behind that in the West. They thought that most of 
their countrymen were not educated enough to think about the collective, and therefore 
deprived China of the “right quality” for a democratic system to take root. A student said: 
“Chinese people are followers. They do not have the independent minds to think 
critically. They cannot be trusted to vote because they would act in herds.”  
 Many students continued to express admiration of how “democracy” flourished in 
the imagined West. When I talked to students about their visions of an ideal society, 
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many evoked comparisons with Euro-American societies where “people could at least 
vote.”111 A student said bitterly, “while all we can do is to make fun of political leaders 
on weibo.” Nevertheless, many were doubtful about whether imitating the West was ever 
the route to follow for China’s democratization, especially after being exposed to how 
ugly and disastrous voting could turn. Some students ended up feeling lost and 
disappointed not only in the “democratic” proceedings, but also in the democratic future 
of their country. The following story further shows why voting disappointed them, even 
in the most idealistic of student groups.   
 
Why did the experience of voting disappoint?  
Progressive Students United (PSU) was an on-campus group that drew together 
undergraduate and graduate students sharing academic interests in Western civilizations 
and ancient philosophy. One of the oldest student organizations on campus, the group 
traced a proud history back to the 1980s when student associations were allowed more 
freedom of expression and activism in national politics.112 Today, PSU has become a 
low-profile student organization endorsed but closely monitored by school 
administrators.113 While being careful to maintain their “political correctness” for 
securing official recognition, members positioned themselves as enlightened intellectuals 
interested in European-inspired liberalist ideals. They held reading groups twice a month 
                                                        
111 A detailed account of youth fascination about Euro-American culture can be found in Fong 2011.  
112 CCP’s control over student organizations became much tightened after the Democratic movements at 
Tiananmen Square in 1989.  
113 PSU’s relationship with university authority had been tense for a few years by the time I conducted my 
fieldwork. They had several events shut-down at the last minute by CCP agents on campus.  
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to discuss the works of thinkers like Rousseau and Kant. The operation of the group was 
nominally guided by a constitution compiled by students of previous generations. One of 
the rules stated that the succeeding student leaders were to be elected at an annual general 
assembly open to all registered members. The lead candidate had to secure over fifty 
percent of the votes for the election to be valid.  
 Ziyan, a sophomore student when I met her, was an active participant at PSU 
since she entered college. She attended PSU lectures and reading groups regularly, but 
declared little interest in running for posts of responsibility in the organization. She 
attended the annual leadership transition election as an observer and a voting member 
twice, and found herself let down by the electoral proceedings for two consecutive years. 
She realized that personnel decisions were very much influenced by the “advising 
committee” comprised of PSU alumni and out-going upperclassmen. Regular members 
played little role in the electoral outcome because candidates were always pre-screened 
before the election day.  
At the end of Ziyan’s freshmen year, the advising committee saw no capable 
successor among PSU activists to whom they could entrust the organization. They ended 
up persuading a student who had not participated in a single PSU meeting in the entire 
year to run as the sole candidate for chairmanship. Ziyan called that person “a 
mushroom,” because he came out of nowhere and suddenly took over the organization.  
During Ziyan’s second election at the end of her sophomore year, the advisors 
found two eligible candidates who held entirely different visions of associational 
development. One wanted the organization to assume an elitist orientation while another 
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believed that the group should reach out to more students. Instead of putting both 
candidates on the podium to debate in front of the general members, student leaders tried 
to work out the “division of labor” with the two candidates before the general meeting. A 
week before the election, one of the candidates dropped out of the race and instead 
assumed the responsibility of running a sub-committee of PSU. The other candidate 
became the only prospective chairperson and won the election to no one’s surprise. Ziyan 
was not happy. She told me angrily: “what is the point of running [the American 
Presidential] election if the Republicans and the Democrats have already forged a 
compromise under the table?” She ended up casting a vote of abstention.  
  Ziyan dragged me to a café in frustration immediately after the election. She was 
clearly upset about the group’s inability to act in accordance with its ideals: “We keep 
complaining about how authoritarian the CCP government is, and we talk about ideals of 
liberal democracy all the time. Yet look at how we conducted our own election… we 
took a direct ballot vote indeed, and yet everybody knew the results even before the vote. 
There was only one candidate to the chair position, and we dare to call it a proper 
election!” She was angry at how undemocratic the entire process was, but she could not 
think of a better way to conduct the election. She could not understand why “democracy” 
did not work out in practice. Like many other Chinese students with whom I talked, 
Ziyan wanted to witness and experience a functional democratic system on-campus, 
especially before she became a full-fledged member of the “adult society” when 
opportunities of such would become even slimmer under the political situation in China. 
She was excited about seeing democracy in action in student groups, but ended up feeling 
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frustrated about their inability to effectively incorporate the democratic spirit into formal 
organizational procedures.  
What was missing from these voting experiments? Why did the experience of 
voting discourage the habit of democratic practices, instead of encouraging further taste 
and demand for them?  
 
Incompatibility of voting with organizational culture on campus 
My field observations suggest several reasons explaining why voting might not be 
appropriate for on-campus organizational processes. A major reason is the lack of 
continuity and the frequent changes of leadership in student groups. As elaborated in the 
previous chapter, dropout rate in student organizations was extremely high. Most new 
recruits were expected to drop out after one academic year unless they maintained 
exceptionally good relationships with the student leaders. Competition was fierce and not 
everybody got to stay. It was an expected pattern for students to quit organizational 
membership and responsibilities with the same group after two years of involvement at 
most. Few students could stay in leadership positions for more than one year. The annual 
changes in personnel discounted the power and influence of leadership. It hardly mattered 
whether a candidate would do an excellent or just an average job, because she would 
probably retire after one year anyway. A student said: “It hardly mattered who became 
the chairperson for next year. No matter who became elected, a single individual was 
probably not able to transform the organization in just one year anyway.” To vote a 
student into office was a personal victory for the candidate chosen, but the result mattered 
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little to the overall development of the student group. Other than the current and 
upcoming student leaders who were very involved in organizational affairs, most students 
did not take the elections very seriously.  
The annual changes in organizational membership also meant that a student leader 
was not directly responsible to the exact same student population that had previously 
voted her into office. Most students would consider the vote casting their last 
organizational obligation. As soon as the new generation of student leaders came out, the 
organization was considered to have moved on to another era. Other than the few 
students who decided to stay with the group for another year, most would not hear from 
the organization anymore. The newly elected officers were supposed to start another new 
academic year with new incoming students. Previous members would gradually fade 
from organizational affairs. Therefore, the personnel to assume leadership positions were 
not directly relevant to voters’ personal interests. Elected leaders were hardly dependent 
on the same people for re-election in successive years. The nature of organizational 
process was not conducive to building a strong system for promoting representation and 
accountability. 
Assuming that voters had little interest in the future development of the 
organization anyway, sometimes there was no proper follow-up mechanism to promptly 
notify the voting members of the electoral results. In three out of six student leader 
elections in which I voted, I could not find any public announcement or internal memo of 
the electoral results until I inquired a week later. When I asked why I was not notified of 
the results even though I had voted in the general meeting, the student seemed to have 
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found my concern odd, and indicated that I could have asked the candidates or student 
leaders myself if I was really curious. It did not occur to him that the organization owed 
the voters responsibilities after the votes were cast. Students might find voting 
meaningless because organizers were not experienced enough to run the procedure in its 
entirety. Voting students might feel themselves being used for deciding organizational 
matters that bore little relevance to their interests. They were not able to appreciate how 
voting was not only about decision making but also representation and accountability.  
Another student leader reasoned that the delay and even omission in result 
announcement was deliberate. They decided not to actively broadcast the results because 
it was considered a gesture to publicly shame the failed candidates. Because losing an 
election might constitute a personal setback for the defeated parties, student leaders 
hoped to protect them by keeping the results just to those who were truly interested. 
When the organizing students were about to count the ballots and make an immediate 
announcement right after a student leader election, a candidate suggested leaving the 
process until after dismissing the general meeting. He exclaimed: “It is too embarrassing 
[if we count the votes in front of everybody.]” Most students in the audience, who were 
probably too eager to go back to their dormitories early after the two-hour-meeting, 
nodded in agreement. In a campus community where students expected contacts in 
multiple contexts, guanxi (relationships) remained the paramount concern. Hoping to 
avoid grudges and embarrassment afterwards, many students did not want to see direct 
confrontations induced by openly and immediately stated electoral results. 
  
229 
Campus organizations allowed students the freedom to decide on their own 
electoral rules, but they posed other kinds of constraints that limited electoral efficacy. 
Lacking proper supporting institutions and measures, voting could hardly promote 
accountability and transparency as it did in other contexts. Despite students’ hope to 
experience democratic procedures through their participation in and organization of 
democratic elections, few realized that a college campus in China was not entirely 
suitable for conducting direct voting. Frequent changes in leadership and membership 
were ingrained in college associational culture. Students could do little to change the 
pattern of annual transitions, and few were able to relate this factor to their unsatisfying 
experience of the electoral experiment.   
 
Voting and webs of connections 
 Many students believed that campus politics mirrored characteristics of how 
social relationships were conducted in the larger society. The concept and procedure of 
voting in student organizations were no exception. A characteristic of such was the 
importance of interpersonal relationship. “Structural” (制度) and “humanistic” (人性化) 
considerations were often perceived as categories of irreconcilable opposites, with the 
latter being the more culturally appropriate medium to get things done in China 
sometimes. To maintain good guanxi, or sustaining relationships, was a prominent 
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concern that sometimes preceded the expectation to respect institutional constraints and 
structural rules.114   
As I have discussed in previous chapters, student organizations often prompted 
participants to reconsider the tension between bureaucracy and emotional ties, the 
promotion of the latter being the professed purpose of associational activities. Students 
often struggled with the ambiguity as to how much personal relationship should factor in 
the making of rational and fitting decisions. On the one hand, students despised the 
normalized cultural practice of pulling relationship strings in Chinese politics. On the 
other hand, trust and friendship were thought to be foundational in student-run activities. 
Decision making should be handled more flexibly and personally in these informal 
interest groups. As students were not ready to entirely rule out the use of guanxi in 
handling organizational affairs, they sometimes found voting too rigid a structural 
product. They were not comfortable with over-reliance on results determined solely by 
the count of ballots without incorporating also qualitative considerations that only 
interviews, personal recommendations, and other means of selection could produce. 
Voting was a situation where the guanxi factor was more obviously destructive to the 
foundational principle of leveling the competing grounds for all candidates. Students 
were skeptical of the applicability of voting in campus organizations as they kept 
wavering between the preferences for making objective or personal/emotional decisions.  
                                                        
114 For anthropological studies in the social logic and operation of guanxi, see Mayfair Mei-Hui Yang’s 
Gifts, Favors, and Banquets: The Art of Social Relationships in China (1994) and Andrew B. Kipnis’ 
Producing Guanxi: Sentiment, Self, and Subculture in a North China Village (1997).  
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 The guanxi factor expressed itself in campus politics not only in horizontal but 
also vertical forms. Voting evoked concerns about students’ personal relationships with 
their peers and also their supervising seniors. As discussed above, some students believed 
that school administrators commanded superior insights into the dynamics and 
development of extra-curricular activities, and hence were in better positions to make 
personnel decisions than the general student body. Their institutional authority, 
professional expertise, and prolonged experience in the office of student affairs (学生工
作) logically earned them privileges in student organizational affairs. The extra-structural 
position that these figures of authority assumed in the voting process was not undisputed, 
but many students demonstrated leniency in explaining the inevitability of administrators’ 
visible and invisible presence. Students shared the understanding that “school 
administrators were the constant while students were just the fleeting” personnel in 
campus activities. Many preferred superiors’ guidance in the electoral process because 
they were not confident to trust themselves and their peers with sensible decision-
making. In my survey research, 76.2% of the respondents “strongly agreed” or “agreed” 
with the statement “teachers and school administrators should be more involved in giving 
advice and guidance to student organizations.” Although school administrators tended not 
to be overly active in student activities – mainly because they were already overloaded 
with other responsibilities - their occasional interference in organizational processes was 
expected, respected and obeyed. 
 The semi-supervised arrangement in on-campus voting internalized some degree 
of self-censorship among student organizers. With the possibility of facing 
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administrators’ scrutiny if a democratic experiment attracted too much attention, student 
organizers were aware that they had to circumscribe the rippling effects potentially 
produced by direct voting. Students and school administrators were vaguely suspicious of 
how the taste of voting on campus could sponsor political demands in the larger society. 
They shared the understanding that direct elections of student leaders should not assume 
a high profile that might alert the mass media and sensitive CCP agents on campus. 
Students were curious about democracy, but they were also vigilant about the dangerous 
political connotations implicit and explicit in voting. This context confined the scope and 
influence of the electoral experience conducted in a Chinese university. 
 In spite of students’ imagination of the liberal West and the hopes that they 
invested in direct elections for changing campus and even societal culture, voting in 
student organizations was heavily influenced by horizontal and vertical webs of 
connection. The design and implementation of voting processes often consisted of 
elements reflecting prevalent social and political logic. As a result, students themselves 
were frustrated about the failure of voting in unleashing democratic changes on campus. 
As Ziyan told me, “when we were given the chance to run an organization of our own, 
we behaved just like those corrupted government officials whom we despised.” Students 
thought that their youthful energy and idealism made them agents of change, only to find 
that they were prone to embracing conventional social logic just like everybody else. The 
idea of voting, as noble and democratic as it sounded, was never immune to corruption 
and structural constraints despite the best intentions of young people.  
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Voting, Democracy, and Indifference 
“Election is a democratic expedient.” Alexis de Tocqueville  
(1835, in Democracy in America 2001 [1956]:308)  
 
Considered “the most common and important act citizens can take in a 
democracy” (Aldrich 1993:246), voting and voter turn-out have long been important 
indicators of political consciousness and civic participation in the democratic West. 
Among major works on voter turnouts, there is a longstanding agreement that the 
behavior of voting itself makes habitual voters (Plutzer 2002:42). Statistical data shows 
that an individual’s history of involvement is a strong predictor for her likelihood to show 
up at the voting booth when the occasion demands. One reason is that the costs of voting 
are magnified in the first election, as inexperienced voters have to navigate through extra 
psychological stress and logistical challenges. After one casts her first vote, she tends to 
remain a habitual voter in subsequent elections (Plutzer 2002:41-56). In a broader 
context, literature on civil society supports a similar path-dependent argument. 
Participatory experience in voluntary associations and civic groups breed the habit and 
the taste for democracy. The more experienced citizens are in taking collective actions, 
the stronger the social capital is and hence the more effectively democracy would work 
(Putnam 1993).  
Since the times of Alexis de Tocqueville, researchers have tended to focus on how 
the taste and habit of participation in civil society promotes demands for liberal 
democracy. Few, however, have written about the reverse: As my case study shows, 
when this participatory experience was supported and conducted improperly, it can turn 
rising young citizens against democratic participation. My field data showed that a sour 
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voting experience not only failed to promote political participation, it also discouraged 
young people from staying active in campus politics or wanting to participate in broader 
public politics.  
The act of voting in student organizations failed to live up to these idealistic hopes 
also because the invented democracy itself was false. Well-intentioned stakeholders - 
including scholars, the mass media, and proponents for democratic reforms - are often 
unwitting culprits responsible for manufacturing a perceived equivalence between 
idealized “democratic” forms (voting) and democratization. These commentators 
expected the experience of voting to transform campus and even societal cultures, 
introducing transparency, accountability, and genuinely representative governance. This 
spurious connection has facilitated the spread of democratic procedures in different 
institutions and countries, occasionally with successful results. But this spurious 
conjunction between form and practice can also backfire and damage civic potential. 
When seemingly democratic institutions like voting lack a proper context and are stripped 
of their supporting structures, they can undermine the confidence and belief of the 
participants in the electoral system and create fundamental doubts about the meaning of 
democracy and the operational feasibility of democratic principles such as representation 
and accountability.  
Disappointment, for a large part, was caused by heightened but mismatched 
expectations about the efficacy of voting. Having simplified the relationship between 
voting and democracy, discouraged students retreated to the conclusion that “democracy 
was not suitable for China.” Many simply did not understand that university campus in 
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China today does not offer the right conditions for a truly democratic election. There 
were other elements of “Western” democracy – such as freedom of speech, freedom of 
press, and equality before the law – that did not properly exist on campus. Many students 
equated “voting” with “democracy,” and did not appreciate that the former was merely 
part of the latter.  
Chinese students’ failed democratic experiments also indicated the failure of 
bureaucratic justice on campus. Students introduced voting into associational procedures 
hoping to make important decisions a participatory process. It was an attempt to turn the 
selection of leaders into a formal bureaucratic procedure. The unstated assumption was 
that bureaucracy – what Michael Herzfeld calls “secular theodicy (1992) – should help 
counter favoritism and injustice. Turning to procedural justice was a way to facilitate 
democratization. “Indifference” was not necessarily a critique but a facilitator in a 
society’s transformation from patron-client politics into procedural democracy 
(Greenberg 2014). In the process of redefining the understanding of the “political,” 
citizens learned to be indifferent about the (not-so-occasional) malfunctioning of 
bureaucratic procedures. In a democratic society in which everybody was supposedly 
equal - at least in terms of votes and rights - citizens had to accept the inconvenience of 
bureaucracy because there was no expert intervention available to fix unfavorable 
outcomes.115  
                                                        
115 A few recent publications – such as David Graeber (2015) and Javier Auyero (2012) – elaborate on this 
Weberian notion about bureaucratization and rationalization.  
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To leave everything to an indifferent system, however, was not yet the norm on 
the Chinese campus. There were always actors who did not have to play by the rules of 
the game. The case of student leader elections highlights the influence of the vertical 
relationship between people (students) and the governing agents (school administrators) 
in determining the social effect of direct elections. The looming presence of school 
administrators with latent extra-structural power promoted a continuing dependence on 
authority and diminished the perceived relevance of the voting process. The efficacy of 
voting in this situation depended very much on the degree of supervision. No matter how 
well the electoral rules were set up, the voting system in actual operation still had to 
compete with power from above. 
Campus organizations seemed an unlikely venue for democratic education 
without more autonomy, a change for which neither students nor school administrators 
felt ready. The system, in other words, might operate in a way that was more truthfully 
democratic if it had more distance from the center of power, where official supervision 
did not function as strongly. Situated in a formal education institution with their activities 
- at least nominally - supervised by different levels of school authorities, student 
organizations did not enjoy much freedom and flexibility in unleashing full-fledged 
democratic experiments. Taking into consideration the contextual constraints under 
which these student groups operated, their failure in promoting democracy was 
unfortunate but hardly surprising.  
Students came to realize that these voting exercises were just “chicken blood 
injecting” measures: they stirred up excitement that lasted only a short while and 
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eventually dissipated without leaving any meaningful trace on campus culture and 
political practices. In spite of these hopes and disappointments, nevertheless, my student 
informants did not give up on the cultivation of moral personhood and responsible 
citizenship. Their eagerness not only to improve themselves but also the conditions in the 
Chinese society was still apparent in their articulated hopes for social justice and 
morality. The following two chapters will examine this moral potential through the 
realignment of the ethical and the political in students’ ideals and participation. While 
there was little escape from institutional control and political surveillance, students 
learned to negotiate and make compromises with the supervising authority in order to 
achieve the freedom to imagine their own alternative moral universe.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
THE CHANGING FACES OF LEI FENG: THE MORAL AND  
THE POLITICAL IN STUDENT VOLUNTEERISM  
Niu (牛): “cool” and “awesome.” Students use the term to express their 
admiration for people and accomplishments that they considered to have 
profoundly challenged the boundaries of imagination and everyday life. 
 
SCU had an annual tradition of naming ten “Exemplary Students of the Year.” 
Awardees were junior or senior students who had proven themselves to be altruistic, 
hardworking and actively contributing members in the university community. These 
outstanding students were either members or preparatory members of the Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP). They were well-liked by both teachers and fellow students. Not 
only did they maintain good grades in class, they demonstrated selfless dedication in 
serving their peers and the society. Exemplary students often served in responsible posts 
such as class monitors or peer counselors. They liked spending their free time 
volunteering at school and in local communities. Many of these students had come – or 
claimed to have come - from poor rural families with neither financial resource nor useful 
social connections. They managed to climb to the top of the university pinnacle because 
of their personal resilience and discipline. Having experienced poverty first-hand, they 
said that they were grateful for their opportunities and were eager to give back to the 
Motherland. Many of them volunteered to spend a gap year in mountainous regions in 
northwestern China to teach impoverished children before going to graduate school, to 
which they were promised deferred admission. These students, who were publicly 
celebrated in on-campus publications, university magazines and websites, as well as local 
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news outlets, were officially recognized to be the inspiring role models whom all college 
students should emulate.  
These exemplary students were modern reincarnations of Lei Feng, the 
Communist poster boy created during the 1960s to sponsor Chairman Mao’s agenda for 
political mobilization and his personal struggle for power.116 They fit the CCP’s 
definitions of merit because they had demonstrated impeccable political thought, proper 
class background, and other virtuous qualities of altruism and personal discipline. These 
ideals that permeated state discourse since late 1950s have however become 
anachronistic on a Millennium campus. College students I spoke to held very different 
ideas about role models. Many were respectful but also skeptical towards these 
exemplary students who had become iconic in Communist propaganda. Officially-
endorsed characters were undoubtedly well-accomplished, but according to my 
informants, their personal integrity and achievements tended to be much exaggerated. In 
reality, no one could be that perfect in juggling multiple academic and volunteering 
duties. Moreover, Goody Two-shoes are lackluster at best. Widely considered to be the 
teachers’ pets who succeeded by embracing conventional values and socialist idealism, 
these exemplary students were not likely to be the creative, authentic, and charismatic 
kind that could command sincere respect and admiration from their peers. Socialist 
heroes had a very limited appeal to China’s new generation. State sponsorship and 
                                                        
116 Lei Feng (1940-1962) was a dedicated Communist glorified for his loyalty to Mao and his selfless 
service to the society. The young soldier had allegedly worked himself to death at the age of 21 during his 
enthusiastic service to building Chinese socialism. After his death, the Chinese Communist Party made him 
a socialist hero and urged the public to “follow the examples of Comrade Lei Feng.”  
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institutional support – which had explained the popularity and longevity of the political 
icon of Lei Feng in the Maoist era – now tarnished these role models rather than 
empowering them.  
“Bull” students who commanded respect among their peers had very different 
attributes. They had to be people of real “substance” who appealed with actual personal 
qualities, without having to rely on phony propaganda and exaggerating portrayal. These 
“bulls” (牛人) were smart, passion-driven, and charismatic. They were creative in a way 
that challenged mainstream (主流) expectations about a successful and responsible 
college student. These students did not usually represent the perfection and all-
roundedness embodied by the officially endorsed socialist role models, but they were 
admired for their courage to unapologetically “chase after their dreams.”117 “Bullness” 
also involved the flexibility to adopt the state’s language and the creativity to manipulate 
official connections. “Bulls” were diligent in playing the proper student in exchange for 
the freedom and space to achieve self-cultivation and success outside of the authority’s 
official gaze.  
On the other hand, Lei Feng was still alive and well on university campuses in 
spite of his dwindling popularity. The Communist state never let up. March was officially 
coined the “Month of Comrade Lei Feng” (雷锋月). The government and the university 
encouraged young people to engage in small acts of kindness in honor of the socialist 
                                                        
117 In Chinese universities, rebelliousness and total detachment were not usually considered “cool” and 
“smart” the way that “burnouts” (Eckert 1989) and “lads” (Willis 1977) were interpreted in Euro-American 
high schools. “Rebels” were generally not celebrated on SCU campus because the passion to care – 
especially about issues that were “meaningful” and “worthwhile” – was admirable, and so was the 
perseverance to work towards realization of that moral passion. 
  
241 
hero. Encouraged and sometimes co-opted by university administrators, many student 
organizations hosted campaigns both on- and off-campus to celebrate the spirit of 
volunteerism. Student groups arranged blood drives and visits to homes for orphans and 
the elderly. Some coordinated efforts to write thank you notes to janitors and canteen 
staff. In these somewhat politically-driven activities, young people became Little Lei 
Fengs who willingly responded to state-led mobilizations. There were few outright 
rejections of the associations imposed between voluntary activities and socialist 
leadership. 
 
Illustration 7.1. Banner on SCU campus in March 2012: “Learn from Lei Feng. Be kind to people 
around you.” 
 
I suggest that Lei Feng on Chinese campuses embodied the power contestations 
involved in constructing new understandings of moral personhood and responsible 
citizenship in late Socialist China. The goal of this chapter is to unpack the relationship 
between Chinese youth and the Communist state through addressing questions about 
social mobilization and volunteerism. Why did Lei Feng continue to survive? How did 
students make sense of his simultaneous presence as other more popular prototypes of 
role models emerged on-campus? How can we explain Chinese students’ active 
  
242 
responses to the CCP’s call for mobilization even though they did not find the socialist-
inspired youth leader convincing? What were the struggles and frustrations that youth 
volunteers went through as they strive for moral idealism?  
This chapter examines Chinese students’ responses to state-led volunteerism and 
their willing participation in spite of their distrust in socialist propaganda and political 
mobilization. My conversations with students and my own experiences in voluntary 
activities clearly revealed that the socialist state was losing its moral authority among 
young volunteers. My informants embraced social engagement because they wanted to do 
something morally good. Taking advantage of the state’s call for youth mobilization, 
young people managed to channel resources from the political sphere to volunteering 
activities in ways that they deemed to be more ethical and effectual. Examining 
participants’ experiences in two extended volunteering trips in which I took part over the 
summer of 2012, this chapter shows how the understandings of the “moral” and the 
“political” have become increasingly divorced in the moral worldviews among young 
volunteers. As the moral authority of the state apparatus hollowed out, elite youth no 
longer looked up to the state for moral guidance and leadership. Rather, they embraced 
alternative sources of morality located in personal cultivation, authentic connections, and 
collective experiences.  
To begin, I will introduce some background information about the growing 
popularity of volunteerism among Chinese students at the turn of the Millennium and the 
role that the Communist state had played in the process. State’s sponsorship of youth 
volunteerism had offered new opportunities to get engaged, and at the same time new 
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space for young people to reflect upon their moral responsibilities in the Chinese 
societies.  
 
Students’ Responses to State-Led Volunteerism 
In 1994, the Central Committee of the Communist Youth League formally 
established the Chinese Youth Volunteers Association (CYVA, 中国青年志愿者协会). 
Its official mission was to promote the “spirit of Lei Feng” (雷锋精神) and the “spirit of 
volunteerism” (志愿精神) among young people. Xinhua News proudly reported in 2008 
that the organization had recorded 29.5 million registered volunteers that year, and that  
“more than 380 million people have done nearly 8 trillion hours of voluntary work” since 
the Party had launched the drive of volunteerism fifteen years earlier.118 Another Chinese 
source indicates that up until 2009, “150 million youth had provided 5.5 billion hours of 
voluntary services on poverty alleviation and development, community construction, 
environmental protection, large scale competitions, rescue and relief work, and overseas 
services” (Han 2009:87).119  
The CYVA specifically targeted the mobilization of college students. As the 
future elites of China, they ought to give back to the Motherland and learn about 
humility, devotion, and service to the People through actual practice. In 1999, college 
                                                        
118 “CPC Youth League: China has nearly 30 million registered volunteers.” December 5, 2008. In 
Chinaview. Accessed on November 14, 2014 at http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2008-
12/05/content_10463277.htm.  
119 The figure of 5.5 billion hours is different from the 8 trillion hours reported in the previous quote 
because it counts only youth involvement. Also, official statistics in China are often not a reliable source of 
data because they are sometimes inconsistent and exaggerated.  
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students accounted for only 1% of the total youth population but 53% of registered 
CYVA members (Hustinx, Handy, and Cnaan 2012:64). By the 2000s, university 
students had become a ready and reliable source of highly educated volunteers that the 
state could mobilize when manpower was needed. Mobilization of university student 
volunteers was particularly significant during the Beijing Olympics in 2008. Some 
sources reported a total of 1.7 million volunteers who contributed to the Games (Wei and 
Cui 2011:16). Among all youth applicants from Beijing, 71% were college students 
(Hustinx, Handy, and Cnaan 2012, c.f. Xinhua news). 90% of the 70,000 most prestigious 
“game time volunteers” who were allowed to serve in the actual Olympic Games (rather 
than patrolling and cleaning up streets in Beijing) were comprised of college students. 
University students were chosen to serve these central roles because they made more 
“competent” volunteers who were able to provide “friendly, personalized, and specialized 
services” on par with “Chinese style and international standards” to “leave an indelible 
impression of Beijing” (Zhuang 2010:2850-51).  
Promoted by the Communist Party, subsidiary chapters quickly emerged on 
university campuses across the nation. The SCU chapter, which attracted over a thousand 
members every year, constituted one of the biggest and most active student organizations 
on campus. Being one of the only five student organizations under the direct supervision 
of Communist agents, the CYVA received generous university funding to run weekly 
sign-language classes, regular visits to orphanages and elderly peoples’ homes, summer 
service trips to rural primary schools, special programs to fundraise and to care for 
children of migrant workers, and occasional campaigns to clean the school campus and to 
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serve the local communities. University administrators occasionally mobilized CYVA 
members as a ready source of help in ad-hoc events. For example, when the Guangzhou 
city government requested the help of SCU students in the Asian Games in 2010, some of 
the volunteering efforts was coordinated via CYVA student leaders. In 2012, a CYVA 
leader told me that he had to scramble to pull resources and volunteers together in just 
three days when Party agents asked for an on-campus vigil to be held in response to a 
current event. He followed the order because it was his responsibility to do so.  
The CYVA, by far the largest network of youth volunteers in China today, is a 
good example of the state’s intent to institutionalize volunteerism under the Party’s 
supervision and direction. Its claim over the legacy of Lei Feng and frequent recycling of 
his heroic image served as a constant reminder to participants that loyalty and obedience 
to the Party-state were always integral elements in voluntary activities. The state was 
always ready to mobilize youthful energy for its political agenda, and claimed credit for - 
and leadership over - the rapidly burgeoning volunteerism among Chinese youth. 
Hustinx, Handy, and Cnaan write, “in China, although volunteering remains an individual 
act, it has been chiefly promoted by the government and most volunteer efforts are 
(in)directly government initiated or government funded…volunteering may be seen as yet 
another response to government initiatives rather than one that is purely voluntary” 
(2012:57).120  
                                                        
120 While this characterization does not necessarily apply to smaller and sporadic grassroots initiatives that 
are increasingly common in China today, it is certainly a fair description for larger organizations such as 
the CYVA, Friends of the Earth, and the Red Cross. For more elaborations on the extent of state-
embeddedness of China’s civil society, see Robert Weller’s Alternate civilities: democracy and culture in 
China and Taiwan (1999, Westview Press).  
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It should be pointed out that this type of state-sponsored association was not 
unique in socialist China. Julie Hemment, for example, writes about Nashi, a patriotic, 
pro-Kremlin youth organization in Post-Soviet Russia (2012). Her work critiques the 
“culturalist lens” in “dominant accounts” that view Nashi as “confirmation of Russian 
authoritarianism and as a form of democratic failure” by situating it “within the global 
processes of neoliberal governance” (236). She traces Nashi’s similarities to civic 
organizations in the West by analyzing volunteers’ subjective experience of their social 
engagement as genuine contributions to building Russia’s civil society. There were 
elements of political mobilization, but Nashi was also “a site of meaningful activities 
where young people can express their concerns about the nation, their desire to contribute 
to its improvement, and simultaneously, develop themselves” (255).  
Similar to Nashi activists, student volunteers I worked with played Little Lei 
Fengs not because they were co-opted to be the state’s pawns, but because they saw their 
engagement as meaningful opportunities to further their self-cultivation and moral 
agenda. Unlike Lei Feng, who allegedly always took pride in serving the Communist 
polity, maintaining appropriate distance from the political apparatus had now become a 
major aspect of Chinese’ students’ claims for moral authenticity and sincere participation. 
The result, as I will show in the following two ethnographic cases, has been the subtle but 
gradual erosion of the state’s moral authority and the hollowing out of moral associations 
in popular perceptions of formal politics. In the rest of this chapter, I will discuss my 
participant-observation in two rural service trips I made with student volunteers in the 
summer of 2012. This material illustrates how Lei Feng and state-led volunteerism 
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constructed a new site for cultivating and negotiating moral personhood and political 
subjectivity among elite youth. I explain young people’s volunteerism in relation to their 
desires for global modernity and meaningful citizenship, and the disappointment and 
frustration that have been engendered during the process.  
 
Volunteering Programs in Rural Education 
 I draw the following analysis from two student-organized programs - which I call 
the “Sprout Education Initiative” and “Hike for Love” – that arranged summer excursions 
to China’s impoverished countryside. Both programs were intended to enhance the 
education experience of rural children. They advertised among and recruited university 
campuses and held multiple information sessions, training workshops, fundraising 
campaigns, photo exhibitions, and evaluative and debriefing meetings over the course of 
a few months prior to and after the trips. The trips lasted for fifteen and eleven days 
respectively, which would take up a significant portion of the less than sixty days of 
summer break from school that most rising sophomores at SCU had.  
In spite of the time and money required, these opportunities to help out in the 
countryside were rather popular. I had to go through two rounds of interviews before I 
secured a spot at Hike for Love. Student organizers of the Sprout Education Initiative told 
me that they could select only one of eight applicants.121 Applicants were predominantly 
rising sophomores and, less commonly, juniors, who did not feel compelled to take up 
                                                        
121 As fast as the programs expanded, they never caught up with the ever-rising demands among 
perspective participants. Limited opportunities created competition, I speculate, in turn generated status and 
prestige fueled desire for participation.  
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summer internships as upperclassmen did. When I asked my 1,499 survey respondents 
what type of volunteering activities in which they wanted to get involved, 453 (30.2%) 
indicated that they wanted to conduct “voluntary teaching in the countryside” (支教). A 
few informants told me that voluntary teaching had become an essential item on the 
bucket lists of many college students. Students hoped not only to make a difference in the 
education of the underprivileged, but also to experience first-hand the joys and emotions 
that – according to previous participants – had deeply touched their hearts.122  
The rapid burgeoning of these volunteering programs in rural education – whether 
they were state-sponsored, university-affiliated, or completely independent – had begun 
only after the Party’s nation-wide promotion of an initiative called “share the ‘three 
assets’ with the countryside” (sanxiaxiang, 三下乡) in the late 1990s. Following the 
establishment of CYVA in 1994, the Communist Youth League identified rural education 
and development as priority issues. The sanxiaxiang campaign was announced in 1997 to 
mobilize college students to fight urban-rural disparities by dispersing the “three (urban) 
assets” of “technology, civilization, and sanitation” to the underserved in China’s 
countryside (科技下乡, 文化下乡, 卫生下乡). Through the promotion and sponsorship 
of the CYVA, the state encouraged young people and civic groups to develop initiatives 
relevant to this central campaign. At SCU alone there were at least dozens of programs 
from which students could choose if they wanted to spend their semester breaks in the 
countryside, or to get involved with impoverished children in rural areas.  
                                                        
122 The story about Bolin’s pursuit of tears and authenticity in chapter four took place in one of these 
summer trips.  
  
249 
The idea of sending students to the countryside was not new in CCP politics. 
Beginning in the 1950s to the end of the Cultural Revolution, millions of educated youth 
and intellectuals – willingly or under coercion – left the urban areas and moved “up to the 
mountains and down to the countryside” (上山下乡). These “sent-down youth” or 
“rusticated youth” were supposed to benefit from the educational experience of 
cultivating the land and living in rural poverty. While I found the comparison obvious, 
none of my informants ever mentioned the rustication movement when talking about 
volunteerism in the 2000s. “Volunteers,” by definition, were willing participants. 
Students went to the countryside to learn and to help, not to get punished. The rustication 
movement - which deprived the entire generation of the opportunity for proper secondary 
and tertiary education – was also muted in state discourse. The way the state promoted 
“volunteerism” evoked a complete reversal of rural-urban dynamic during the Cultural 
Revolution. Half a Century earlier, poor peasants were the teachers and mentors who 
were supposed to enlighten young intellectuals about humility and hard work. In the 
2000s, students from the cities became the superior donors of “technology, civilization, 
and sanitation.” Their benevolence in sharing these “three assets” with the countryside 
was supposed to help pull rural inhabitants out of their dismal conditions. These 
volunteering trips also offered privileged college students – especially those with an 
urban upbringing – the opportunity to connect with rural Chinese “roots” and to 
experiences the Other of the countryside.  
One of the longest-running and the most heavily sponsored programs was the 
“Western China volunteering teaching program” initiated in 2003. Participants were 
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mostly recent graduates who were already guaranteed admission to graduate programs. 
These top students volunteered to defer their enrollment for a year or two to serve as 
volunteer teachers in underserved communities in Western China, during which they 
received a small stipend from the state to support their expenditures.123 From 2003-2006, 
over 40,000 college graduates were assigned to about three hundred poor counties to 
offer services in education, agriculture, sanitation, and community development through 
the program (Geng 2008, Yi 2008). Many of these regions were heavily populated by 
ethnic minorities. The professed goals were to alleviate poverty in Western China and to 
raise college students’ sense of “social responsibility” (Geng 2008:80). At the same time, 
they were a mobilization strategy to encourage young volunteers to help address urban-
rural and Han-minorities disparities in educational resources and achievements; issues 
that state institutions on both the national and the local levels had failed to tackle 
efficiently. State sponsorship of these programs could also be interpreted as a cheap 
strategy to show that the state cares. Sending young idealistic ambassadors to “help” 
served a “civilizing mission” to consolidate control over the marginalized West through 
development and acculturation.  
The “Sprout Education Initiative” and “Hike for Love” were in some sense the 
light version of these year-long volunteering teaching programs. While not everybody 
could afford a year of their time to volunteer, short summer programs offered interested 
college students an alternative way to get involved. Why these short programs compelled 
                                                        
123 The program is somewhat similar to Teach for America in the United States, in which college graduates 
took a “gap year” to teach in underserved communities under the sponsorship of a government-affiliated 
program.  
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such a popular interest among college students nowadays would require a more nuanced 
analysis.124 Many students claimed to have applied because of their personal eagerness to 
learn and to help, but it would be equally plausible that some of them participated 
because of more “political” reasons such as state propaganda, institutional mobilization, 
and the ambition to accumulate political capital through the building of a record of 
service. Many informants’ participatory rationales in fact resonated a lot with state 
discourse associated with the iconic Lei Feng – that a responsible socialist citizen should 
willingly engage in small acts of kindness to serve the country. While a single person 
might not be capable of making notable contributions, the collective had a powerful 
potential if everybody was diligent and persistence in doing her part.  
However, these young volunteers were very different from Lei Feng, above all 
because they were not willing to acknowledge the Communist party-state as the moral 
leader in their volunteerism. Unlike Lei Feng who had drawn his energy from his 
devotion and obedience to the beloved Chairman Mao, college students that I worked 
with interpreted volunteerism as a moral but not a political act. They explained their 
motivations to help largely in terms of their personal desire to make a difference. They 
saw themselves as the medium that channeled state resources to their rightful and moral 
use, emptying them of their political connotations in the process. As much as the state 
tried to capture youthful energy to fuel its own interests, young volunteers were also 
                                                        
124 Research on these volunteer initiatives had been conducted by both government sponsored agents and 
academic researchers from around the world. In 2008, the (now discontinued) journal Chinese Education 
and Society published a special issue on volunteer teaching, which put together several academic studies 
translated from work conducted by Chinese scholars.   
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pushing their agenda in envisioning and constructing their own versions of a moral 
society.  
 
Sprout Education Initiative 
The Sprout Education Initiative was an inter-university volunteer organization 
that specialized in serving rural communities in the Guangdong province. Every year in 
July, the student-run organization sent teams of volunteers to run summer programs in 
rural middle schools. All volunteers resided in the host schools for the fifteen days of 
their services. Volunteers taught tutorial classes in the mornings, arranged interest group 
activities, sports meets, and talent shows in the afternoons, and held team meetings and 
graded children’s assignments in the evenings. The program was designed to be mutually 
beneficial for the volunteers and the children they served. Working together to bring 
happiness and companionship to rural children less fortunate than they were, student 
volunteers hoped to cultivate meaningful emotional experiences and lifelong friendships 
with their teammates and set an example for the children.  
This model of summer programs in rural schools was not uncommon in Chinese 
universities. In fact, one challenge that student recruiters faced was to explain why theirs 
stood out among all other programs that offered similar opportunities. When I joined the 
Sprout Education Initiative in 2012, recruiters marketed their organization’s 
distinctiveness by highlighting its inter-university structure and its independence from 
Party and administrative organs. The Sprout Education Initiative recruited its volunteers 
from about ten universities in the region. Not officially affiliated to any university, it was 
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run by a governing board comprised of young alumni of the program - university 
upperclassmen and recent graduates primarily – who were replaced annually after their 
one-year-appointments. The group took great pride in its independence and its student-
run operation, which, according to the student leaders, gave them the moral high ground 
when compared with other groups that depended on official connections and sponsorship. 
Student leaders of the group reasoned that the absence of official and institutional 
obligations to enroll explained why their participants were more enthusiastic and sincere 
than others. With no official recognition and institutional sponsorship, the Sprout 
Education Initiative was not the most useful connection to have if one was solely looking 
for resume building and professional networking. The claim was that volunteers were 
motivated solely and purely by their good will, desire to help, and willingness to learn.  
Since its founding in 2009, the group had expanded from 18 to over 400 
volunteers in 2012 when I joined. Rather than highlighting their incredible growth rate, 
however, student leaders liked to tell and re-tell stories about the group’s local roots and 
humble origin. The Sprout Education Initiative was founded by a young woman who was 
then a university student. When she returned to her rural hometown for a summer break 
after her freshman year in college, she was shocked and saddened to find that her younger 
brother had changed for the worse while she was away. The teenage brother – who had 
been put under the care of elderly grandparents since their parents had left home for work 
in the city – had lost interest in his school work and began to spend too much time 
playing video games in internet cafés. When the young woman discussed her concerns 
with some friends, she realized that internet addiction had become a widespread 
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phenomenon among children of migrant workers because they were not given enough 
parental attention. She decided to do something about the situation.   
In 2009, she gathered seventeen other volunteers to run a summer program at her 
brother’s middle school. Her idea was to keep as many teenagers away from internet 
cafés as possible by offering them fun summer activities, mentorship, and 
companionship. The pilot program was so successful that the number of volunteers and 
sites kept expanding in subsequent years. In the summer of 2012, the Sprout Education 
Initiative sent over four hundred volunteers to fourteen different schools in multiple rural 
regions of the Guangdong province. It drew thousands of applicants, but the group had 
clearly stated its recruitment preference for college students of rural origins, believing 
that volunteers who had gone through similar struggles would serve as the best role 
models for teenagers. Sprout identity was decidedly local and rural, operating under the 
assumption that volunteers would be most dedicated when given the opportunities to give 
back to their home communities. The group gradually attained the reputation among local 
non-profits as one of the most locally-grounded, fast-expanding, and passion-driven 
volunteering initiatives. 
When I joined the Sprout Education Initiative in 2012, the founding student had 
already graduated from university. The young woman in her mid-20s had begun a full-
time job, and was hardly involved in the organization any longer. Nevertheless, her 
founding story was told and retold by each generation of student leaders for recruitment 
and promotional purposes. Her sincere concerns about children in the community and her 
determination to contribute, however little she could, became the defining myth of the 
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Sprout Education Initiative. After attending multiple information and training sessions, I 
began to notice that there was one particular photo that student leaders liked to recycle 
when they told the founding story. It showed the group’s founder on a bicycle. The young 
woman was in casual attire with a bag dangling down from her shoulder. Wearing glasses 
with her long hair tied into a ponytail, she looked no different from any regular girl one 
could find on a Chinese campus. Half-sitting on a bicycle, she was smiling brightly at the 
camera. The picture was slightly blurry, but the color tone was warm, and it portrayed the 
young woman in a friendly and personable way.  
As the student presenter projected the image on the screen, he narrated: “This is 
our founder… look how powerful and intimidating she is (有霸气)!” I found this 
comment oddly out-of-place, as “power” and “dominance” would not be an immediate 
association that I would have made with the portrayal. The student presenter pointed at 
the way the young woman sat on a bicycle, with her legs slightly apart but planted firmly 
on the ground, a posture that might possibly be tangentially interpreted as a dominating 
position. It did make the tiny woman look slightly bigger than she would have looked 
normally, but the picture was still a poor choice of illustration if the point was to show 
how “powerful” and “intimidating” she looked. They could have picked a photo featuring 
the founder at work with children, or one showing her in more professional attire. Those 
would have been more self-explanatory. Why did student leaders pick this particular 
picture with a bicycle as the iconic portrayal – one that would require extra narration to 
convince the audience that she was a strong leader and visionary? 
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I gradually came to realize that a regular girl who looked slightly fragile was 
exactly the image on which the marketing efforts of the Sprout Education Initiative were 
based. They did not want to portray their founder – the way she was since graduating 
from college - as an independent working professional. Nor did they want to show the 
new initiates pictures of the woman actively empowering herself and the others through 
her voluntary service. In order to frame the group’s founding story in a motivational and 
somewhat sensational way, student leaders chose not to brag about the group’s growing 
impact and professionalism, but rather drew attention to their founder’s humble 
background, personable qualities, and feminine sensitivity. The group tried to associate 
itself with an image frozen in a particular time – when the young girl had few resources 
to mobilize. She did not start the summer program because of some grandiose social 
ideals. She was motivated by her parochial but genuine concerns about the well-being of 
her immediate family and community. Student leaders used every opportunity possible to 
convince people that the group wished to stay a small, local, grassroots initiative forever, 
even though most current volunteers did not have delinquent siblings in their rural 
hometowns to motivate their volunteerism anymore.  
Sprout volunteers considered their humility and practicality essential in setting 
them apart from state- or university-sponsored programs. Program trainers constantly 
reminded us that volunteers should be “lowly and humble” (卑微), a quality that they 
deemed to be absent among state-sponsored volunteers. When my team of thirty-three 
volunteers first arrived at the school to which we were assigned, our trip happened to 
overlap briefly with that of a volunteering team sent from another university. As the other 
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group was concluding their service, and were getting ready to depart after the weekend, 
most of us did not have the opportunity to interact with their members. Our three team 
leaders, however, did go over to the wooden cabin where the other team stayed to 
introduce our group and more importantly, to find out whether their service would have 
rendered ours redundant and less worthy.  
When we asked our team leaders what the “other camp” was like on their return, 
the first thing that they reported was that theirs was a sanxiaxiang research mission 
officially affiliated with the Communist Youth League at a university. I could feel an 
immediate relief among my teammates, as some started to murmur “what kind of 
research are they doing?” and “they have probably come with a generous budget.” At 
that point we were confident that our volunteer efforts would be more meaningful than 
theirs. Everybody jumped to this conclusion simply on learning about the other group’s 
official affiliation: They were probably given good allowances to observe and to conduct 
research, while we sacrificed personal comfort and did the actual work to serve. We 
immediately assumed the moral high ground just because our group was entirely 
independent and student-organized. For the whole afternoon that followed as we mopped 
and cleaned to get the dusty dormitories into livable condition, we cheered each other on 
by making fun of the other team which had somehow become our imagined rival. The 
wooden cabin on the other side looked more clean and comfortable, but we gladly 
embraced our residence in a hovel as a sign of virtue. We all were breathing in more dust 
than we should, but our spirits were high as we became increasingly convinced that we 
were serving a moral cause in an authentically meaningful way.  
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 Sprout participants often bragged about the hardship and suffering that they were 
willing to endure. In fact, the trip was by no means a comfortable experience. On top of 
the twelve-hour-workdays for fifteen days straight, volunteers also had to cope with 
uncomfortable living conditions. Eight to ten volunteers slept in one room. Some had to 
share rotten slabs of wood to sleep. Rooms were infested by mosquitos and other pests. 
Fortunately, volunteers frequently became so utterly exhausted by the end of the day that 
nothing could stop them from sleeping deeply and soundly at night. Sanitary facilities 
were minimal. There was no flushing toilet, and public bathrooms were in terrible 
condition. Taking a shower became a daily ordeal: we had to carry our buckets to collect 
cold water, and then wait for our turns to wash ourselves in the limited number of stalls. 
We always went to the showering grounds in small groups with flashlights in our hands, 
because it was quite scary and probably unsafe to navigate the unlit facilities alone in the 
evenings. Privacy was an absolute luxury in those two weeks. The facilities did not 
support that, and we were so busy taking care of the program and our personal hygiene 
that we hardly had any time to think about having any free personal time.  
 Students sometimes confided to each other that the living conditions were 
difficult and frustrating, but they generally saw the hardship as an essential part of their 
training and experience. Student leaders reminded us that we always knew what we had 
signed up for, and should try our best to get used to the situation. We were all here “to 
serve, not to play.” Complaining was a demonstration of personal weakness. Moreover, 
student leaders actively discouraged us from employing any means to improve the living 
conditions. In the beginning of the trip, team leaders collected 200 yuan (about 35 USD) 
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from each volunteer. The budget was meant to cover all costs from transportation and 
food to stationery and first aid supplies incurred during the fifteen days. We were 
discouraged from spending any more money. On our arrival, team leaders allowed six 
members to head down to the local market to shop for communal supplies and personal 
essentials for everybody. We were asked to consider our shopping lists very carefully 
then, because no one – other than the cooking team for the day who had to shop for food 
early in the morning– would be allowed off the school grounds after that first day. Team 
leaders warned us that we would not have the opportunity to shop for extra supplies, even 
though the market was just ten minutes away on foot. At the same time, they kept urging 
us to keep our purchases limited to necessities: “I know some of you have extra cash to 
spare. But that doesn’t mean that you should spend it. Always think about why you are 
here.” Many volunteers talked about material consumption and comfortable living 
conditions almost as a betrayal that would diminish the meaning and authenticity of the 
team’s volunteering experience. There was much peer policing that prevented the 
emergence of any sign of privilege. 
 One topic that volunteers talked most feelingly about both during and after the 
trip was the availability of food (or lack thereof). Everybody ate from a communal pot 
during the service trip. Team leaders came up with a daily roster to assign five people to 
work in the kitchen every day. The kitchen team had to wake up earlier than everyone 
else to head to the market in the morning. After they got breakfasts for everybody and 
ingredients to cook for the day, they would spend the whole day working in the poorly 
equipped kitchens to cook and clean up for all thirty-three teammates. The task of the 
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kitchen team was made even more difficult because of the meager food budget that they 
were allocated. We were only given 125 yuan (around 20 USD) to shop for enough food 
to cover breakfast, lunch, and dinner for thirty-three college students. The budget was 
tight even by local standards, not to mention that our appearance as privileged outsiders 
and our inability to speak the local dialect did not make us good bargainers in the market. 
We had to shop for the cheapest ingredients possible. We always made sure that there 
was enough rice to keep everybody fed, but there was often not enough to go with it. 
Strands of meat were occasionally found in the dish, but on most days volunteers were on 
a vegetarian diet. We were too poor even to afford proper condiments other than oil and 
salt. The small school kiosk, which opened only for two hours a day, became very 
popular among our volunteers. It sold only cheap snacks – fake-tasting jerky made of soy 
and popsicles that tasted watery - that probably none of us would eat if we were given the 
choice. During those fifteen days, however, these snacks offered much needed sugar and 
relief from the limited bland-tasting food available during proper meal times.  
Team leaders refused to allocate a larger budget for food, explaining that we 
should be careful with spending in case any emergency situation caught us off-guard. It 
was not until the second to the last day of the trip that most of us learned that we had 
ended up with a surplus of a few hundred yuan. On the last night, we used that surplus to 
prepare a lavish meal for ourselves as a celebration that provided more meat than we had 
eaten for two entire weeks, and more food and beer than we could comfortably finish. 
Some fellow volunteers admitted that they did not agree with the decision of the team 
leaders decided to splurge on food and alcohol just because the trip was coming to an 
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end. Many more – myself included – wished that they had allowed us to spend more 
money on our daily food budget instead.  
While I empathized with the team leaders’ concern with responsible spending, I 
suspected that the unnecessarily tight budget on food throughout the trip was intentional. 
Leaders believed that sacrifice and suffering were essential for personal growth and a 
meaningful collective experience. Students felt extra pressure to be frugal because they 
were on this special volunteering mission. The lavishness on the last night showed that 
the trip was not meant to foster a general habit of frugality in everyday life. Team leaders 
might have realized that we had money to spare half-way through the trip, but they 
refused to readjust plans for spending in the hope of creating a proper and moral 
volunteering experience for everyone. Saving money was less of a concern than the 
compulsion to make scarcity and minimalism part of our Sprout trip. 
In the debriefing meeting the following semester when all four hundred 
volunteers gathered again to compare and to reminisce about their teams’ experiences, 
food was the topic that had the most resonance. The conversation was most lively when 
volunteers tried to convince each other that their per-capita spending on food was the 
lowest among all teams, and compared anecdotes about how creative they had been in 
putting food on the table in spite of extremely limiting conditions. In these competitions 
in self-denial, not having enough to eat was a source of pride for the teams and also for 
individual students. It was yet another example of how Sprout volunteers liked to contrast 
their hardships and sufferings with other less authentic forms of volunteering trips that 
had allegedly enjoyed more sponsorship and hence material comforts.  
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The lavish banquet on the last night had also invited criticism because one of the 
team leaders insisted on buying two cases of beer, which ended up making half of the 
team drunk. Xinyu, the instigator of the drinking idea, who spent an hour drunk, crying 
and screaming in the principal’s office that evening, was very regretful about the beer. I 
felt bad for Xinyu because I knew that he had meant well. One of my closest friends 
during the trip, Xinyu, a rising junior from northern China, had confided to me early on 
that he felt lost since entering the university. He disliked himself for being increasingly 
selfish and atomized, and craved for the sense of collectiveness that he used to enjoy with 
his friends from high school. Xinyu enrolled and got what he wanted from the Sprout 
summer trip: he felt his passion and idealism reinvigorated again from the meaningful 
collective experience.  
Throughout the trip, Xinyu was the most assertive and out-spoken among the 
three student leaders. I never stopped to question why he was the leader of the pack until 
much later. Xinyu was born and raised in an intellectual family in urban Shenyang in 
northeastern China. His upbringing was neither “rural” nor “local.” While the other two 
women were made the leaders of the team because they were veterans of the program, 
Xinyu was a first-timer like the rest of us. Xinyu was undoubtedly an ambitious young 
man gifted with strong leadership and organizational skills. He articulated his visions 
well, and managed to maintain collegial relationships with most of our team members. 
After our trip, Xinyu became one of the only two in our team of thirty-three to be elected 
into the Sprout governing board to help planning the trip for next year. Nevertheless, I 
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never found out why exactly he was given the leadership role in our team in the first 
place. After all, most members came from rural Guangdong and two-thirds were women.  
Xinyu had suggested beer because he – as the team leader - wanted to thank his 
fellow volunteers properly for their hard work and to celebrate our friendship and 
achievements with rounds of toasting. Following the Chinese etiquette of giving thanks in 
celebratory occasions, Xinyu gave a carefully crafted speech at the dinner table before he 
proceeded to toast everyone. He reasoned, alcohol would loosen people up so that we 
would be more comfortable in sharing our “deepest thoughts” (真心话).125 The round of 
toasts would facilitate a candid sharing of feelings and hence consolidate our friendship. 
He meant to make that evening the high point of our trip. He did not anticipate that his 
teammates would resent the idea so much.  
In retrospect, Xinyu should have known that banqueting with drinks was a terrible 
idea. Not only did it undo our two-weeks-worth of efforts in frugality, Xinyu’s hope to 
give everyone recognition in a formal way reminded everyone too sharply of the “adult’s 
world” of dirty politics and rigid hierarchy to which we were supposed to be the moral 
superior. While we worked more or less as equals throughout the program, the ritual 
imposed a hierarchical arrangement – both along the lines of leadership and gender - as 
Xinyu took a seat at the head of the table and proposed the first toast. We had spent 
weeks convincing ourselves that our volunteering efforts had been more worthwhile 
because we were more sincere, enthusiastic, and hard-working. We were different from 
officially sponsored groups because we did not have to reduce ourselves to manipulating 
                                                        
125 Chapter five addresses more directly this association between drinking and sincere talk.  
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relationships over dining tables as “adults” did when they conducted business and 
politics.  
The irony was that Xinyu could not imagine another way to say thank you. 
Banqueting culture and the toasting ritual was for Xinyu the proper way to convey the 
recognition and appreciation that his teammates deserved, but they backfired as symbols 
of formality and officialdom. A fellow volunteer sighed, “what a pity that we managed to 
destroy our team’s hard-earned reputation and image in the village on the very last 
night.” She was referring not only to disappointing the few children who accidentally 
caught their mentors drunk. More importantly, she thought that villagers believed college 
students were too proper and moral to get drunk like politicians and Party agents. We had 
failed the villagers and also our own expectations that very evening. We were, after all, 
not as righteous and incorruptible as we hoped and presented ourselves to be. The “adult” 
world of corruption and hierarchy invaded even the most idealistic of projects. 
After we left the village, some of our teammates tried to stay in touch with the 
children via phone texting and online forums. Sprout leadership encouraged volunteers to 
sustain their communication and friendship with the children, as a reaction against some 
common criticisms of state-led initiatives for being ad-hoc and project-based. Short-term 
interventions, which were more compatible with the way that state funding worked and 
its alleged priorities in number crunching and parading measurable results, might cause 
more harm than good to the local communities.126 Sprout leaders reminded us that we had 
                                                        
126 In early 2010, a short essay entitled “Dear big brothers and sisters, please don’t come to our school 
anymore” (“哥哥姐姐，请你们不要再来支教了”) began to get widely circulated in online forums and 
chatrooms. The essay pointed out some damage incurred by short-term volunteer programs. It was 
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a responsibility to ensure that children did not feel abandoned after we left. Our efforts to 
maintain continuous communication would show that we genuinely cared about the 
children and their personal success. We spent time with them not only when we were 
obliged to, but also when our interactions were not monitored anymore. Staying in touch 
was the right thing to do, and it showed that we were sincere and persistent in helping 
these rural children who had begun to see us as role models and elder siblings.  
We went as far as planning a revisit to the village four months after the program. 
On a brisk Saturday in November, twenty-two of us got together again to take a five hour 
trip back to the school where we served back in July. Some team members were too busy 
with school work and other obligations to join, but we managed to assemble two-thirds of 
the initial team. We started the trip early in the morning, and finally made it to back to the 
school by three in the afternoon. About fifty children were there to welcome us back. 
Some of us brought small gifts for the children, and we stood around in the courtyard to 
catch up. The conversations felt quite forced and awkward. We tried to ask the children 
how their studies went. However, after not seeing each other for a few months, the 
connections that we built over the summer had been lost, and neither side knew what to 
talk about. We stayed for only two hours. We had to catch the last bus, and also the 
awkwardness was rather suffocating.  
                                                        
irresponsible to invite children to develop deep emotional bonds with volunteers, only for these to be 
severed as soon as the programs concluded. The essay also pointed out that volunteers sometimes 
unintentionally undermined the authority of local teachers, which made it even harder for school children to 
learn efficiently in the long run.  
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We spent the bus trip back to the local town talking about how awkward the 
revisit was. A fellow volunteer said: “I don’t know how to interact with children 
anymore. We have nothing to talk about. They wanted us to play with them, but I didn’t 
have any games prepared.” Another said, “When we were standing around in the 
courtyard, we didn’t know what to talk about. And yet right after we boarded the bus, this 
kid messages me right away to say that our stay was too short. He still had a lot to tell 
me.” Most of us were disappointed about the revisit. We spent way too much money and 
time on the road, only to make a cruel affirmation for both the children and ourselves that 
the connections we built over the summer were all gone. A student said outright: “today 
has been a nightmare” (今天是个恶梦).   
One fellow volunteer, Miaoyan, told me that she was nervous about the revisit 
even before reaching the school ground. Miaoyan was the “class teacher” for the oldest 
children during the summer as they studied for the much dreaded college entrance 
examination. As a student-teacher in training, she tried very hard to help them with their 
schoolwork over the summer, and diligently stayed in touch with a few via phone texting 
and online chatting in order to motivate them to study. She was happy to see the children 
again, but at the same time she “didn’t know what to tell them.” During all these months, 
Miaoyan encouraged the children to keep studying so that they could get into a good 
university. Yet she suspected that most of them would not get high enough grades even to 
get into technical schools. Most of them would just end up working in manual and factory 
jobs in the cities as their parents did. Both Miaoyan and the children themselves knew 
that they would not be able to break away from this cycle of poverty.  
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After the revisit, Miaoyan confided to me that she felt even more helpless and 
weak (无力), because the cruel reality felt all the more real: “there are so many things 
that we are not capable of doing.” She said, “this is probably the last time that I am going 
to see these children.” The texting and online chatting would probably slow down too, 
before these interactions fade out entirely. Miaoyan admitted that it was just too time-
consuming for her to joke around with these children all the time while university classes 
were in session. If they were to chat about “serious topics” like exams and universities, 
Miaoyan felt that she had “run out of advice for them already.” Miaoyan wanted to be a 
teacher in a secondary school in the future. She felt terrible about not being able to help. 
At the same time, she saw no alternative but to cut off communication with them 
eventually.  
In fact, many students, too, were feeling annoyed and exhausted about the texting 
and chatting with the children at that point. This disappointing revisit just gave them 
another push to stop communicating altogether. As we asked each other why we had 
embarked on this trip in the first place, we found out that it was actually a top-down 
directive from Sprout leadership that all teams had to make a revisit because the 
organization took the principal of “sustainable involvement” very seriously. Xinyu 
explained: “we cannot leave the children with the impression that we don’t care anymore 
after we take off.”  
The more we talked, the more we questioned whether the revisit was worthwhile. 
After five hours on the road to the village, two hours revisiting the children, and another 
hour and a half getting to a town close-by, about fifteen of us decided that it was too late 
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to head back to the university. We rented two rooms in a cheap hotel, and spent the whole 
evening playing card games. Some stayed up until 4am, while a student and I decided to 
head to another room at 1:30am to catch up with some sleep. She was visibly upset by 
this point. She asked me: “don’t you feel frustrated? I skipped class to come today. We 
made it all the way here to play card games among ourselves. We spent only two hours 
with the children! Don’t you think that it is just a waste of time?” She told me that she 
made the trip because she knew some children would be disappointed if they did not see 
her. When she realized that the revisit was merely an organizational formality, she felt 
bitter and betrayed, as she had been tricked into spending that much time and money on 
it. She would rather have spent her weekend attending class and relaxing with her 
boyfriend.   
After the revisit, our communication began to slow down, not only with the 
children, but also between the team members. We tried to do things in the right way, but 
had to recognize that there was not much that we could do. We hoped that the passion 
and friendship that we experienced could last forever, but clearly the collective 
effervescence dissipated after just a few months. The fact that everybody went to 
different universities – some were two hours apart – made it difficult for gatherings to be 
arranged regularly. Our online chatroom gradually got quiet. After I concluded my 
fieldwork a month later, I still occasionally received emails from a few teammates, but I 
suspect that I would not see any of them again in the near future.  
The school my team worked at was pleased about our program and invited the 
Sprout Education Initiative back in the following summer. The responsibility of caring 
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for the children we were sad to have left behind was transferred to a new generation of 
big brothers and sisters. In 2013, less than a year after my volunteer trip, the Sprout 
Education Initiative formally registered at the university that the founder used to attend. 
Now that they were officially recognized, they could hold meetings on university 
premises and invite top school administrators to give speeches in major events. The 
program kept expanding: over five hundred volunteers participated in the 2014 Sprout 
summer trips. Their reputation and success was remarkable for a student organization that 
was then merely five years old. For myself, I felt a strange sense of loss when I heard 
about all these Sprout achievements. The group – perhaps half-heartedly from the very 
beginning – had tried to resist rationalization and institutionalization. Its story of success 
showed that grassroots initiatives had little escape from university cooptation as soon as 
the ambitions to scale-up and to gain recognition kicked in. 
 
Hike for Love 
 Hike for Love, in contrast, was officially registered on SCU campus since its 
founding in 2002. SCU administrators often portrayed the group as a proud example 
showing SCU’s dedications to the Party’s Sanxiaxiang directives in annual reports and 
promotional materials. HFL was selected to be one of ten best student organizations on 
campus almost every year, a recognition that in turn earned the group more school 
funding to operate and to expand their projects. As opposed to Sprout, which established 
itself as an unaffiliated grassroots initiative, HFL attracted members and donors by 
parading its impact and effectiveness, its professional organizational structure and 
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management, as well as its ability to safeguard university support and financial resources 
for sustainable interventions.  
HFL was celebrated for its innovative approach to keeping rural children in 
schools. Different from the generic voluntary teaching programs that were ubiquitous on 
Chinese campuses by the 2000s, HFL’s primary goal was to fund schooling for 
impoverished children in China’s poorest regions. HFL recruited about 120 students 
every year to administer merit-based scholarships for school children from poor families 
in the less affluent provinces of Guangxi, Shaanxi, and Sichuan. Donors would choose 
the children they wanted to sponsor based on profiles that volunteers put together. The 
organization then passed the donations to the schools of the sponsored children, who 
would receive the money from the teacher-in-charge in the form of a monthly stipend. 
Each scholarship – 800 yuan (about 120 USD) for each high school student and 500 yuan 
(90 USD) for each middle school student – would cover a child’s tuition, stationery, and 
food expense for one semester. Throughout the school year, volunteers organized 
fundraisers and photo exhibitions on university campuses in Guangzhou. HFL volunteers 
tried to appeal by telling stories of struggling children, or to persuade their homeroom 
groups and friends to collectively sponsor a child. In 2012, the group successfully 
matched 460 children with donors, most of whom were members of the SCU community, 
HFL alumni, and volunteers’ friends and families. 
In some sense, HFL’s way of matching donors with specific children was similar 
to the fundraising strategy of international organizations such as the UNICEF and Save 
the Children. What made HFL’s initiatives particularly valuable in the Chinese context 
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was the group’s heightened awareness about the possibilities of corruption and 
favoritism, which might affect which and how much children got funded. HFL, being the 
relaying party in this transaction, worked to make sure that all of donors’ money would 
go to proper educational purposes for children in need. HFL always worked through 
trustworthy school teachers to make sure that the scholarships were properly 
administered. The group avoided giving children the money in a lump sum, so that 
irresponsible parents could not squander or gamble the money away. HFL volunteers 
maintained regular communications with the subsidized children and their teachers, and 
wrote progress reports to inform donors of the performances of individual children. They 
also kept detailed documentation of their flow of money and published their statistics 
online. The group was able to raise large sums of money every year because donors 
trusted it would put their money into honest use.  
HFL’s most important source of credibility came from its promise to screen 
candidates properly by sending volunteers to visit every household that ended up 
receiving subsidies. Every summer, HFL sent three research teams of students to their 
partner schools in Guangxi, Shaanxi, and Sichuan to identity children in need and to 
renew the group’s partnerships with school teachers. Based on the school teachers’ 
recommendations for deserving students, volunteers in teams of four to five visited each 
candidate’s household and assessed the child’s academic merits, living conditions, and 
financial hardship. Each small team would visit about five to seven children a day. 
During each household visit, some volunteers conducted interviews with the child and 
her guardians while some took pictures and made detailed observation notes. At the end 
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of the day, the small teams collectively decided on which children deserved sponsorships. 
Each team picked about one or two cases to write detailed profiles for, which would later 
be used as the basis for fundraising. Volunteers had to be selective, because they were 
responsible not only for donors but also for the children. They did not want to make 
empty promises to children if they were uncertain about the number of donors that they 
were able to find. In 2012, three research teams comprised of forty-eight SCU students 
set up five hundred children profiles in total, and managed to match 92% of them with 
donors.   
Early on in my fieldwork, several student informants recommended HFL to me 
because many considered it the epitome of volunteer groups on campus: HFL was well-
organized, it worked on a “meaningful” cause, and it tried to do things responsibly. I 
found it unusual for students – regardless of whether they were HFL affiliated – to speak 
almost unanimously so highly about a student organization. I suspect that part of the hype 
had come from students’ general skepticism about corruption and mismanagement in 
China’s non-profits. HFL tried to do fundraising right by addressing issues of 
transparency and accountability, the alleged absence of which had crumbled public trust 
in charity giving especially after a scandal of China’s Red Cross erupted in 2011.127 
HFL’s intervention was in some sense a social critique about the dire conditions of 
                                                        
127 In June 2011, a 21-year-old named Meimei Guo (郭美美), who identified herself as a manager of 
China’s Red Cross, posted pictures of her Mercedes, big mansion, and designer bags online. There were 
speculations that the woman was able to afford her lavish lifestyle because of her illicit affairs with a top 
executive at the Red Cross. The public did not respond well to the Red Cross’s denial of Guo’s self-
proclaimed affiliation. The Red Cross, as well as other established charities, suffered tremendously from 
this crumbling of public trust. Donations and charity giving in China plummeted significantly after the 
scandal.  
  
273 
corruption and public distrust in China. The group operated on the premise that students 
were more credible than corrupted institutions in the “adult’s world.” Student volunteers, 
trusted to be an honest source of information, could effectively assure donors that the 
children were selected not because of bribery or teachers’ favoritism. They actually had 
travelled the distance to confirm that sponsored children were in genuine financial 
hardship. I was increasingly curious about how HFL volunteers managed to address the 
trust crisis that even the state and larger institutions identified to be detrimental to the 
development of China’s non-profits. Could young people help solve problems that the 
“adults” failed to tackle? 
After a few months of interviewing and training, I became one of the sixteen 
members in the research team to Shaanxi in the summer of 2012. It was an enviable 
opportunity, because the limited quotas had left many applicants disappointed. Previous 
volunteers told me that the trip was “an unforgettable experience.” They had become 
more appreciative of what they had after being “moved” and “shocked” by witnessing 
poverty first-hand. They were also grateful about the intimate bonding experience, after 
which teammates became “friends for a life-time.” A student wrote in her post-trip 
evaluation, “I miss how friendly and sincere people are in the mountains. I miss how we 
worked towards a common goal together. Living conditions were bad, but we were so 
happy together. These experiences were truly priceless.”  
I gradually came to understand an alumni’s assessment that “the research trip was 
a tiring but happy experience.” Over the eleven days of service, there was not a single 
night when we got to sleep for more than six hours. I soon grew tired of the coarse 
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flatbread that we had for lunch every day. My feet were sore from hiking long distances, 
and it was difficult to stay awake through three hours of information sorting and our daily 
“meetings at midnight” after hiking and toiling for the whole day. In return, it was 
satisfying to tread through long hours of work with supportive teammates. Singing 
together and joking around had made the hikes feel much shorter and easier. I also felt 
extremely blessed about waking up to the fresh air and amazing scenery in the mountains 
every day. Twenty-three hours of train ride away from the metropolitan city of 
Guangzhou, the rugged landscape in central China was breathtakingly stunning.  
A typical HFL day consisted mostly of hiking and traveling. We covered four 
schools, each were hours of driving apart, during our week and a half in Shaanxi. We 
spent two to three days in each site. While the team was checking into the hostel, our 
team leaders took off to greet teachers at the school. With the help of our partner 
teachers, the leaders picked out children’s profiles and planned the routes for home visits. 
We split into small teams of four to five, to be packed into jeep cars. The cars took us as 
far as they could go, and from there we hiked to the targeted children’s homes on foot. 
We spent about thirty minutes in each household doing interviews, taking pictures, and 
filling in a data form documenting the family’s incomes and expenditures. We tried to 
elicit as many stories of hardship as possible, because profiles packed with moving tales 
were usually more appealing for donors.    
After visiting four to six households, the teams would get back to the hostel by 
five or six o’clock in the evening. Immediately after dinner, the teams would crowd 
together in their team leaders’ room to select one to two children to profile. For each 
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child that we picked, we had to fill in a three-page long data form and write at least four 
paragraphs of text to go with the profile. The discussions and writing usually took two to 
three hours. There was generally little spare time before the daily “meeting at midnight,” 
during which all sixteen of us got together to discuss issues of concern and to share our 
experiences of the day. Some members went straight to bed after the hour-long-meeting, 
but there were always a few who had to stay up to organize all the documents before 
going to sleep. This pattern repeated the next day when we got to a new site. We moved 
almost every other day. It felt like we were always in transit.  
I picked the pseudonym “Hike for Love” for a reason. Not only were we in trains, 
buses, and jeeps a lot, we also spent considerable amount of time hiking. Most of the 
poorest children lived deep in the mountains and were hours of walk from their schools. 
They stayed at schools for the week and only walked home over the weekend. 
Households were spread sparsely apart over several mountains, and they were usually not 
accessible by paved roads.128 We tried to minimize walking by using road transportation 
as much as possible, but it was still commonplace to spend more than an hour or two to 
travel from one household to the next. In my team’s first house visit, we spent more than 
two hours hiking up to a dilapidated wooden shed on the summit of a mountain, only to 
find that no one was home. We talked to the child’s neighbor, who told us moving stories 
about how this bright orphan might soon have to terminate school for work. Our team 
agreed that this child was probably the most deserving of sponsorship among all those we 
                                                        
128 One time, a team member asked a child where the village head lived. He said that we had to go to the 
next mountain, because his village was comprised of six different mountains.  
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had visited that day, but we decided not to create a profile for him because we were not 
able to talk to him and his grandmother personally on that visit. We did not feel confident 
that we had enough information to construct a vivid enough story to persuade our donors.  
This case was just the first incident, among many more to come, in which we felt 
overwhelmed by the power and pressure to be the arbitrator. It was a heavy responsibility 
to decide which children might get scholarships. Almost all children we visited were in 
need of help, but we just could not promise every one that we could find them 
sponsorships. For every child we picked, at least three other would be disappointed. We 
tried to be as fair as possible, but who were we to make such a decision? The power 
dynamic involved was disturbing. Students wrote after the trip:  
This research trip opened my eyes to how insignificant and powerless we 
were. Very often, we knew which children might need financial help as 
soon as we received their information. When we knew that we could not 
set up profiles for them – simply because they lived too far away for us to 
visit, or because we could not spend two hours hiking to a single 
household knowing that we had several more to visit – we felt sorry (遗憾
) and helpless (无奈). We received many applications, but there were only 
limited sponsorship quotas. We had to discard most of them. It made us 
feel so helpless. We are just students after all. We are really trying, but 
there is nothing that we can change.  
 
I was responsible for interviewing the parents. I felt really powerless (无
力). I just don’t know what to say. In this family that I visited, the girl was 
raised by her old grandparents. Her father had died early, and her mother 
left home for someone else. I don’t know what I can tell this old couple 
who struggled so much to fight their own sickness while keeping their 
granddaughter in school. So much suffering, and so weak any words of 
consolation were. They were the one who were suffering, and we were just 
the bystanders. There was no way for us to understand that pain. Any 
responses that I gave would just reveal how childish and ignorant we 
were. If I had to go through that suffering, I might have crumbled already. 
What can I say to make them feel better? I therefore decided not to say 
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anything. All I could do was to murmur my respect and blessing for this 
unfortunate family… there was just nothing else that I could say.  
 
After every household we visited, we had to decide whether to set up a 
profile for the child in order to find her a sponsor. Every time, I couldn’t 
help thinking about the child’s sparkling eyes, their parents’ sincere 
responses to our questions, and the laughs that we had as we hiked. How 
can I [make the decision]? We are limited in our ability to help. My heart 
hurt every time when we had to give up an opportunity to set up a profile.   
 
These narrations showed how doubtful and confused students felt after the trip. 
Before they traveled the distance, students thought that they were helping a worthy cause. 
They were ready to experience the poverty, but they did not realize how little they could 
do to actually help. Not only were we incapable of sponsoring every child in need, even 
for the lucky ones who got chosen, we doubted how much a few hundred yuan in 
scholarship could help to lift them out of poverty. Students were encouraged to dream 
big, and yet rural poverty in China was beyond what they could fix. We constantly asked 
ourselves whether the result was worth our effort. One student wrote: 
I feel confused sometimes: is it worthwhile to do what we did? We spent 
so much money to travel all the way to the middle of nowhere. After the 
summer, we spent so much time finding sponsors. Does anyone even care? 
I am not even talking about those who did not get involved, but even the 
children that we tried so hard to help. Do they appreciate what we did? Do 
they really agree with our agenda? As for ourselves, we claim that we 
want to bring happiness to the poor countryside. What are the results that 
we actually want? Are we just trying to keep these children in school so 
that they can finish their education? Can we take a step further to move 
them with love, so that they can pass it forward to someone else in need 
when they are capable of doing so in the future?  
 
Even I was less sure about the effectiveness of our interventions after the summer 
trip. I was excited about the HFL’s initiative to improve the transparency and 
accountability of fundraising practices, but much of what we did during the trip had felt 
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like a waste of time and money. We spent far too much time in different means of 
transportation. Even though we went through the trouble of visiting candidates for 
scholarships, the effort did not give us much better information to determine who was the 
most deserving of sponsorship. Most of the time, we could not even communicate 
directly with the parents because none of us spoke the local dialect. We had to rely on 
school teachers to help with translation. I could not help thinking that there must be more 
efficient way to scholarship management. We were really not the best persons to help 
while we were literally thousands of miles away for most of the year.  
Sometimes, we felt that our visits incurred inconvenience to the families rather 
than helping to lessen their financial burdens. Knowing that we had plans to visit, some 
parents skipped work to talk or to prepare snacks for us, hoping that we could give them 
some financial help only to find out later that we were not able to set up profiles for their 
children. While most of these impoverished families relied on potatoes and corn for 
subsistence, one family that my small team visited insisted on killing a chicken to make 
us lunch. We felt extremely guilty about consuming what the family was saving up for 
special occasions, but the blood was already shed. We did not even enjoy the hospitality 
because we kept thinking about how we had to hurry to the next household before it got 
dark. A teammate told me that she felt responsible for setting up a profile for the child 
because of the chicken that we ate. All of us felt extra upset about not being able to do so 
in the end.  
Cost-effectiveness of our trip was also a major concern. The research trip was 
rather expensive. We did not splurge, but it was also difficult to keep the cost down 
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considering all the transportation and accommodation that we needed. While the 
university was supportive of HFL, official recognition did not translate into much 
financial help. Participants had to fund their own trips. Each of us ended up spending 
about 3,000 yuan (about 500 USD) on the eleven days, which was not a small amount for 
college students who were still dependent on their parents for allowances. A teammate 
confided to me that she felt obligated to make the most out of the trip because her parents 
had paid for it. She was slightly disappointed about the limited impact that she thought 
we were making. Another student said, “I feel that the most practical help I could offer 
was to give the children the money that I spent on this trip.” She might be right. The 
money that each of us spent was enough to sponsor at least three scholarships. We could 
have funded many more students if we had donated our travel expense instead.  
The practice which many students found the most uncomfortable was our 
participation in banqueting and drinking. To show their hospitality, teachers in every 
school that we visited insisted on taking all sixteen of us out for dinner on our day of 
arrival. HFL urged our host to keep the welcome dinner simple every year. More than 
often, however, the schools overdid the feasting. There was always more food than we 
needed. Teachers might have felt the need to show their appreciation and hospitality, or 
they might have used our visit as an excuse to take all staff out to dinner on school 
budget. Some students suspected that all the donations that we could get for their schools 
would not even be enough to cover the cost of the feast. 
In any case, student volunteers were extremely uncomfortable in these situations, 
because – as students kept saying among themselves - “we are not here to enjoy and to 
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feast.” The irony was too stark to bear after we spent the afternoon visiting impoverished 
households. We felt guilty about the amount of food that we could not finish, knowing 
that children in the region did not even enjoy the luxury to eat more than root crops every 
day. We never wanted our visits to be burdensome for the locals, but we inevitably 
became reluctant participants in wasting valuable resources that could have been put to 
more worthwhile causes. Every bite that we took felt like a betrayal of the purpose of our 
trip. Moreover, feasting usually took almost two hours. Spending the evenings 
entertaining meant pushing information sorting and profile writing till late at night. We 
knew that we were not likely to go to bed until 2am on feasting nights.  
This is not to mention that most students did not even enjoy the feast, especially 
when the occasion got rowdy after drinking began. While it was customary for the hosts 
to toast their guests with as much alcohol as they could take, students found the practice 
disgusting. Many of my teammates considered drinking a sinful practice associated with 
corruption and bad deeds. Some students had never tasted spirit before, and were terrified 
about the possibility of getting drunk. Women, who made up of three quarters of our 
team, were especially vigilant about not taking more than a few sips. A student wrote, 
“dislike is an understatement. I hate (厌恶) the drinking rituals in which we had to 
partake. I understand that it is a gesture of politeness [to toast], but I think some schools 
and teachers overdid it to an extent that it felt disrespectful.”  
Some students did not even bother to hide their disgust in the banquet. We often 
left the few male volunteers to sit with the teachers to entertain them, while the women 
sulkily slumped into our chairs on our own table. Some responded to our hosts’ invitation 
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to toast with quiet withdrawal and cold, forced smiles. One evening, a student left 
abruptly in the middle of a conversation with a dean. She claimed a stomach ache, which 
justified her hiding in the bathroom for the next ten minutes to escape another round of 
toasting. Students justified their teammates’ discourtesy by saying that they were doing 
the right thing: “we had to show them that we disliked the feast, so that they would stop 
hosting lavish dinners next year.” This had probably happened every year for as long as 
HFL started partnering up with the schools. There was nothing that we could do to escape 
the customary feasting and drinking.  
I personally felt that students were slightly immature for their open display of 
dislike and moral superiority. HFL’s initiatives were, after all, heavily dependent on 
schools and teachers with whom we had built trusting relationships. Without the 
groundwork that some teachers had done for us, we would not have known how to get 
around the mountains by ourselves, nor could we coordinated the incremental awards of 
scholarship after we left. In particular, I think teachers who had volunteered their entire 
day hiking with us as our guides and translators deserved more appreciation. I felt that 
my teammates should have considered the feast part of our work rather than a distraction. 
Maintaining sustainable relationships with these schools was more important in the long 
run than seeking out poor children to sponsor. I understood why some teammates might 
be upset about the luxury and privilege that we enjoyed over the people whom we were 
supposed to serve, but I was also worried that our refusal to partake might reinforce the 
reputation of “children from the cities” as ungrateful, judgmental, and arrogant.  
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Banqueting was especially disturbing for student volunteers because it highlighted 
a bureaucratic tension with which HFL had always struggled. HFL, having enjoyed much 
more official attention than other student organizations at SCU did, never pushed away 
the university affiliations the way that Sprouts volunteers did. Our partner schools had 
trusted us because we claimed legitimate endorsement by CCP agents from a reputable 
university. It would have been difficult to enlist local partners from thousands of miles 
away otherwise. The tradeoff was that the group had to play along with “adult’s” 
regulations more often. We had to attend banquets in spite of our reluctance. In the 
upcoming semester, we were obliged to attend promotional events that paraded CCP’s 
efforts in furthering rural education. Even though the university did not give us much 
actual financial and logistic support, we had to play the ambassador for the university if 
we wanted its continual endorsement. We did all the work while the university got most 
of the credit.  
Student volunteers were reluctant to acknowledge how much of HFL’s success 
was owed to its official affiliation. Not only had the university offered little help when it 
came to actual operation, university administrators’ top-down control of HFL and their 
eagerness to create tangible results sometimes created set-backs. Just a few years earlier, 
HFL attempted to expand their programs into the fourth province of Guizhou under 
university directives. The plan was rashly implemented without proper efforts to establish 
local contacts beforehand. As much as university administrators were eager to boast 
about SCU involvement in the poorest province of China, the Guizhou program was an 
obvious mistake and had to be shut down after just two years. HFL would have been 
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better off if they had focused their resources on just three sites. The group had to expand 
even when it was not entirely ready because they had to comply with the grandiose 
visions of its supervising authorities. There was always disjuncture between top-down 
directives and on-the-ground practicality, but volunteers were encouraged to navigate 
around these bureaucratic hurdles rather than repudiating the authority’s decisions. The 
futile fight against rationalization and institutionalization was usually not worth it.   
Students came to terms with these limitations and disappointments by controlling 
their own expectations. After the trip, many volunteers arrived at more lucid 
understandings of what they could and could not do. They realized that they might be 
able to help here and there, but sustainable improvements required the intervention of the 
more powerful. Students had little to offer besides their passion and idealism. The best 
that they could do was to stimulate awareness about social suffering and enlist more 
people – and even the government – to help. Some students wrote after the trip: 
I kept asking myself the same question: what can we do? Besides helping 
the children to get as much sponsorship as possible, I believe that the most 
long lasting impact that we can possibly make is to tell more people about 
their stories.  
 
We are not the world’s savior (救世主). We cannot bring the children 
anything. Most importantly, we need to learn how to think critically: what 
inspiration can we bring to these children? How can we help people who 
randomly come across our paths?  
 
If we have evaluated our impact purely on financial terms, we did not 
really do a lot. We could not set up profiles for every child. Even for those 
who are lucky enough to get sponsored, a thousand yuan a year was hardly 
enough to actually help them. However, if we could raise awareness about 
their situations, we can enhance the chance that they may get help. We 
might also be able to exert pressure on local governments through the 
media. I hope that the local government would pay more attention to these 
families and implement relevant policies to improve their conditions.  
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In these narratives, students did not negate the value of their service trips. They 
still thought that they were able to make a difference, albeit not in the same way that they 
had expected. HFL volunteers’ activism was conducted within the institutional 
framework, but they were not the unquestioning servants of the state. HFL volunteers 
disdained practices that resembled corruption and extravagance. Even though they felt 
disillusioned about their abilities to make immediate impacts, students prided themselves 
for being idealistic critical thinkers. Most importantly, skepticism generated during the 
research trip did not seem to hurt HFL’s reputation on SCU campus. Year after year, 
volunteers were able to convince their peers and donors that their trips had been 
worthwhile, even though they might not even trust their own judgment about who the 
worthy scholarship recipients were anymore. Students failed to make the selection 
process as just and transparent as they had hoped, but their interventions were still highly 
regarded as being “moral” because their help was offered with youthful passion and good 
intentions.  
 
The New Generation of “Sent-Down Youth” 
 Both the Sprout Education Initiative and Hike for Love were student-initiated 
campaigns organized in response to – and made possible by - the state’s call for youth 
mobilization in the 1990s to develop China’s borderland and countryside. In their efforts 
to promote participation, the state and the universities often adopted propaganda and 
motivational strategies that had worked during the Cultural Revolution. On the one hand, 
the state promised young people “political capital” (Xu 2012) in the forms of awards, 
  
285 
recognition, networking opportunities, access to resources, stipends and financial support, 
and even guaranteed admission to graduate schools. On the other hand, volunteerism and 
social participation, interpreted as a manifestation and continuation of the “Lei Feng 
spirit,” were glorified in state discourse and propaganda that indicated proper socialist 
qualities. The growing popularity of volunteer activities and service trips on university 
campuses demonstrated that the state was capable of reproducing little Lei Fengs – 
dedicated, self-sacrificing servants of the people who embraced the socialist dream and 
worked diligently for its realization.  
 Rather than seeing themselves as modern reincarnations of Lei Feng, however, 
my informants considered their mobilization a product of Western modernity. 
“Volunteerism” in the new China, many informants told me, came from civic traditions 
in Europe and North America. They believed that their mobilization was motivated by 
their youthful passion and personal aspirations, and had little to do with the state or any 
political authority. My teammates in both summer trips demonstrated continuous efforts 
to dilute the political connotations of their activism. They constantly reminded 
themselves and each other that their youthful idealism was superior to the agenda 
prescribed by the state. As I have already shown in chapter four, college students were in 
search for substantial, meaningful, and personal experiences. While state propaganda 
operated under the assumption that young people could be seduced by political rewards 
and recognition, my informants were after something that was much less quantifiable and 
less official and political.  
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 These different interpretations of flourishing volunteerism in China – with the 
state celebrating its achievements in mobilizing young volunteers on the one hand, and 
students taking pride in their autonomy and Western-inspired civility on the other – were 
somewhat contradictory but did not create much tension. My student informants lived 
quite comfortably with playing along when university administration enlisted help for 
“socialist causes,” while simultaneously constructing a moral discourse of personal 
sincerity to explain their “volunteerism.” These young volunteers were neither acting 
against nor being co-opted by the state. Rather, they drew pride and peer reassurance 
from a parallel moral world in spite of institutional co-optation. The moral high ground 
that they assumed justified their willing participation in state-led volunteerism. They 
were doing the right thing, if not making things right.  
 The shift from a collective ethic of responsibility and self-sacrifice to a more 
individual ethic of self-development is well documented in studies across cultural 
contexts (Kleinman et. al. 2011, Lipovetsky 2005). What is interesting about my cases is 
that young volunteers were using the political – rather than a complete retreat from such 
– in establishing their moral superiority, facilitating their self-development, and 
advancing their personal agenda. The ethical shift did not isolate young people from 
social participation. Rather, it was manifested in new interpretations of civic 
responsibilities and meaningful engagement.  
Volunteers’ experiences of moral citizenship were rife with anxiety and 
ideological contradictions. Young people were supposed to follow the lead of the 
political authority, whom they also recognized to have caused and mismanaged the 
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problems in the first place. My informants were vocal about the various problems – such 
as corruption, statistics forgery, bureaucracy, lack of transparency and accountability, ad-
hoc interventions, wastage and resource misallocation - that plagued the development of 
politically-affiliated non-profits in the “adult’s world.” To a certain extent, young people 
were asked to take up the effects of social inequalities that became intensified because of 
the rapid transformations in China’s economy and the state’s inability to manage such 
changes. Especially in these instances, youth had become the site where social 
contradictions and moral disjuncture got worked out. In the process of taking justice into 
their own hands, young idealists had to invent their own grassroots-based interventions 
that they deemed to be more just and more efficient than large-scale state-led “volunteer” 
operations. Youth intervention might or might not be effective, but they attempted 
potential solutions to social problems that were not easy to tackle.   
When doing so, many student leaders and volunteers attempted to differentiate 
their activities from state operations by drawing on such ideals as “grassroots operation,” 
“sustainable development,” “community empowerment,” and “accountability and 
transparency,” concepts and language that they, too, acknowledged to have been 
imported from the imagined “West.” While the state’s priorities were to introduce 
“technology,” “civilization,” and “sanitation” to the countryside using minimal time and 
resources, I encountered many young visionaries who insisted that interventions had to be 
done right. They were not “little Lei Fengs” who would blindly work themselves to death 
under the state directives, nor were they similar to “sent-down youth” who were relocated 
to the countryside to learn from the poor peasants during the Cultural Revolution. These 
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young volunteers saw themselves as educated and free-thinking agents who had modern 
ideas and skills to contribute. They refused to follow the lead of the Party, as Lei Feng 
had done, but positioned themselves as leaders of society; persons who actively tackled 
social problems where the state’s interventions were inadequate. Their service manifested 
the limits of the Party-state in provision and leadership, rather than proving the efficacy 
of the state machine in mobilizing its population as political propaganda would claim. 
Rather than relying on political sponsorship to excel, my student informants tried to avoid 
and manipulate institutional regulations in order to maximize the efficacy of their own 
moral agendas.  
 These young people believed that they made superior volunteers because they 
actually were more sincere and authentic than state operatives. Important to my 
informants’ sense of identity was the conviction that they participated because they 
wanted to. They enrolled not to fulfill some formulaic responsibilities, but because they 
genuinely cared. The university institution sometimes lured students into helping by 
offering awards and recognition. These strategies worked to a certain extent, but they also 
diluted the “purity” of intentions and were therefore deemed inferior motivations. 
Volunteerism should be an individual choice to put others’ needs before one’s own. A 
student told me: “a volunteer is lowly and humble. Everyone who wants a simple, 
meaningful, and contented way of life can choose to volunteer.” He was cynical about 
“some people – not myself, of course – who expect appreciation and recognition after 
helping others,” because the wish to gain “happiness,” even “blissfulness,” from helping 
was not “pure” enough and hence diminished the meanings of volunteerism. The energy 
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to help should always come from the inside, not from any external recognition or political 
directives. During my volunteer experiences, I found students tended to be lenient 
towards a fellow teammate who made mistakes - because we were all students, and we 
were here to learn. However, what was unforgivable was impurity in intention. Students 
carefully guarded their self-professed youthful passion and idealism against anyone who 
was looking for rewards and political connections. Anyone who was not sincere in 
helping should go to the “other camp” and accept institutional sponsorship instead.  
 In spite of all the talk about pure intentions, many students felt weak and 
disempowered after the volunteer experience. Sprout and Hike for Love volunteers 
realized after their trips that there was very little they could do to solve the problems of 
urban-rural disparity in China. Summer camps and stipends for stationery could do little 
to pull rural children out of the cycle of poverty. Children went back to internet cafes 
after two weeks of Sprout summer camp, and small HFL stipends could not keep children 
in school if their families needed them to work. Student volunteers learned that they were 
not in a position to make meaningful changes. As much as they wanted to mobilize their 
own resources to help, most volunteers were still reliant on their parents to fund their 
summer trips. During the trips, they realized that they had to be guided and taken care of 
even though they were supposed to be there to help. Ultimately, many students realized 
that they might be getting much more out of the experience than the people they served. 
They were thankful for the lessons they learned about giving, humility, suffering, and 
hard work, all being qualities that would help them to attain emotional sensitivity and 
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moral personhood as adults. Nevertheless, many wished they could have done more for 
the people whom they wished to serve.   
 Some of these frustrations had come from the disillusionment about making 
impacts in moral ways. Ethical values that students aspired to - such as austerity, 
autonomy from the political authorities, and the privilege of pure intention – might have 
made effective engagement impossible in a pragmatic sense. The tension over drinking in 
both stories highlighted examples of these competing social ideals that participants found 
difficult to reconcile. Sprout volunteers’ complaints about the concluding feast was a 
symbolic rejection of moral corruptions in the adult’s world, but they themselves could 
not resist the temptation to institutionalize their operation when the opportunity came. 
Conforming to conventional social norms – while not necessarily consistent with 
participants’ moral ideals - might have been the fastest and easiest ways to scale up their 
impact. At HFL, volunteers found the drinking rituals among local teachers distasteful, 
but they had to tolerate the wastage and rowdiness because they were dependent on the 
teachers’ help to sustain their program. These disillusioning experiences pushed 
participants to reflect more deeply upon their lack of effectiveness. It was possible that 
they were not able to contribute the way they wanted to because there were after all no 
moral solutions to economic and political problems in an immoral society.  
Some fellow volunteers eventually came to terms with the fact that students were 
limited in their ability to help. For my informants, it was not enough to give all they 
could like Lei Feng did, because they actually had not enough to give: finance-wise they 
were still dependent; time-wise they had too many competing obligations to fulfill. Under 
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these circumstances, offering less sometimes meant more. These students did not aspire 
to the socialist übermensch ideal of a Lei Feng. Instead, they glorified small acts of 
kindness and humble efforts to make small differences, in the belief that meaningful 
interventions should not be about fulfilling ambitious quotas or grand ideals. 
Understanding that they only had their passion and idealism to offer, students learned to 
appreciate any change and progress, however minute.  
Sprout volunteers liked to tell the following story: the high tide brought a bunch 
of starfish onto a sandy beach. Seeing that the starfish were dying under the searing heat 
of the sun, a boy picked up the starfish one by one and threw them back to the sea. A man 
who passed by asked, “why bother? There are more starfish here than you can save. Next 
minute the tide will bring them all back onto the beach again. Who cares about what you 
are doing now?” The boy pointed at the starfish in his hand and responded, “it matters to 
this starfish.” This story illustrated how students educated themselves to negotiate the 
disappointments they might have about the futility of their work. It was also significant 
that the adult passer-by ended up being humbled by a young child’s naivety and 
perseverance. The boy’s sincere wish to help was contrasted with the grown-up’s 
skepticism and inaction. However silly his efforts might seem, his childish innocence 
made him the hero of the story.   
While some students learned to manage their expectations about what they could 
or could not do, some concluded that it was more important to empower themselves 
before they could help. A Sprout volunteer told me, “if our hands are cold, how can we 
offer warmth to someone in need? Before we can help, we have to learn how to love 
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ourselves first.” In another example, I found a post-it note on a young woman’s desktop 
when I visited her dormitory one afternoon. The note read: “In order to offer a thirsty 
man a glass of water, one must have already dug a water-well.” This self-motivating note 
conveys the young woman’s aspiration to make a positive difference in the world, but 
also the cautious awareness that no meaningful contribution could be made unless she 
equipped herself first. Many students went into volunteer programs with the intention to 
help. They came out more convinced that they should prioritize self-cultivation at this life 
stage and delay social participation until they were ready.  
Therefore, if students did not continue to volunteer for such projects, this did not 
necessarily mean that they had become disillusioned with civic engagement. Rather, they 
withdrew their participation because they had come to recognize that there could be more 
efficient ways and more appropriate opportunities to help. Some observers were 
concerned that this heightened awareness of self and the obsession with personal 
cultivation among the younger generation indicated a dwindling state of public morality 
and collective awareness (for example, Cockain 2012 and Xu 2002). My data, however, 
showed few traces of individualistic atomization. Both the Sprout Education Initiative 
and Hike for Love were extremely team-centered programs. Volunteers in both trips – in 
spite of their somewhat different understandings of a meaningful volunteer experience – 
had championed the “collective” as the most valuable source of energy and moral 
support. In training sessions for both programs, student leaders kept reinforcing the 
importance of team spirit and peer support. They recognized that everybody had different 
personal convictions that inspired their participation, but good team dynamics were 
  
293 
ultimately the key to success on every volunteer trip. Collective consciousness was 
recognized not to be a contradiction to individualism. Rather, the collectives facilitated 
the individual quest for emotional transcendence and personal cultivation.   
Collectives were no hindrance to authentic volunteerism, but the mediation of 
state and university apparatuses might be. While the Central government paraded its 
impressive achievements in engaging the youth population, many volunteers actively 
rejected the state’s moral leadership and political authority. Lei Feng - having embodied 
both the political and the moral under Communist causes – had become too distant a 
political icon to have popular appeal. For the new generation of young Chinese, what was 
moral was not likely to be found in political subservience to the state. In their own ways, 
they rejected the state’s interpretations and structuring of their volunteerism. The more 
Lei Feng appeared in Party propaganda, the more empty and “watery” his smile became.  
 
The Changing Faces of Lei Feng 
 On March 5, 1963, six months after Lei Feng died in the line of duty, Chairman 
Mao announced the posthumous “Follow the Examples of Comrade Lei Feng” (向雷锋
同志学习) campaign. That was a time when Mao found his leadership challenged within 
the CCP, as some Party leaders believed that Mao was personally accountable for 
starving thirty million to death during the disastrous Great Leap Forward in the late 
1950s. At first, Lei Feng appeared to be an innocuous symbol for altruism and humility. 
By 1964, however, it had already become too late for Mao’s political rivals to stop the 
campaign from turning into a full-fledged cult of Mao’s personality. In this power 
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struggle, the cultural icon of Lei Feng was instrumental in helping Mao to regain political 
leadership in the CCP. Two years later, Chairman Mao announced more purges and 
ideological cleansing in a “Great Proletariat Cultural Revolution,” which plagued the 
country for a decade until the death of Mao in 1976. The Party later acknowledged that 
the Cultural Revolution was a “Ten-year Catastrophe” (十年浩劫), but Lei Feng never 
was repudiated. His image continued to be produced and reproduced for generations of 
young Chinese to emulate. 
 Year 2013 marked the fiftieth Anniversary of Chairman Mao’s inscription that 
had turned Lei Feng into a socialist hero. The CCP announced it “the Year of Lei Feng” 
and urged schools and state institutions to deepen the promotion and celebration of the 
“Lei Feng spirit.” At a time when there was growing discontent about a widening gap 
between the rich and the poor, CCP leadership was eager to revive “socialist morality.” 
On March 5, 2013, a biographical movie about Lei Feng named Youthful Days (青春雷
锋) was released to celebrate the special year and the fiftieth annual “Learn from Lei 
Feng Day.” The movie ended up a major box office bomb. There were rumors that the 
movie made history for recording zero audience in multiple theatres. One local 
newspaper quoted an employee at a theatre in Nanjing saying that not a single ticket was 
sold for all four showings of Youthful Days on March 5.129  
 When I shared this piece of news with some student informants, a student 
dismissed it as an unsubstantiated online joke. He said, “I don’t believe that there was not 
                                                        
129胡慧佳 (2013). “电影《青春雷锋》在南京太原均遭遇零票房”in Morning Post. March 6, 2013.  
Accessed on February 1, 2015 at http://news.sohu.com/20130307/n368009447.shtml. 
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a single ticket sold. There must have been movie tours arranged by work units.” And he 
might be right. Youthful Days was in theatres for at least another three weeks. I read in 
the news that some companies offered deeply discounted tickets or arranged movie 
outings for their staff. My student informant displayed no interest to see the movie 
himself, nor could he understand why any rational person on her own will might want to 
do so. He was nevertheless convinced that the theatres would somehow get filled. I found 
this situation deeply paradoxical, but the contradiction did not seem to bother him at all. 
His nonchalance and certainty were incredible. A movie could sell even if no one was 
interested; Lei Feng was dead and yet simultaneously alive.  
 In his study of the last generation of Soviet youth, Alexei Yurchak (2006) puts 
this kind of harmonious but at times paradoxical coexistence of multiple realities under 
scrutiny. Yurchak draws on Mikhail Epstein’s analysis of how a “hyperreality” 
constructed by hegemonic discourse overrode the “Reality” that was incoherent with 
ideology in Soviet Russia (Yurchak 2006:75). Yurchak disagrees with Epstein’s 
assessment that the “Reality” simply ceased to exist. He suggests, rather, that young 
people lived their reality and the omnipresent hyperreality simultaneously, keeping the 
two realities separated but bridged through performative practices. Ritualistic 
observations and maintenance of symbols in the “hypernormalized” reality were merely 
performative reactions to hegemonic directives. They revealed little about how state 
rituals and symbols were subjectively interpreted. Yurchak’s ethnography documents 
how Soviet youth actively sought other temporal and spatial milieu outside of the control 
of the socialist state. “Living outside of the system,” ironically, was made possible only 
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by the internal structure of the socialist state machine because censorship over ritualistic 
performances was imperative and inherent in its operation. As Yurchak cautions, his was 
not a story of active resistance, even though his informants were “introducing minute 
internal displacements and mutations into the discursive regime in which they are 
articulated” (2007:28).  
SCU students reacted to CCP’s call for volunteerism in a similar manner. There 
was little open rejection against the cultural icon of Lei Feng nor clumsy state attempts to 
institutionalize volunteerism. Playing along with hegemonic directives was not immoral, 
as long as it was justifiable by other moral rationales in an alternative moral universe. 
This understanding was not inconsistent with what Guo Gang (2005) and Anders 
Sybrandt Hansen (2012) had found when asking why university students sought 
Communist Party membership. Young aspiring Party applicants did not find 
contradictions in their eagerness to use Party memberships “as a means for doing some 
good” (Hansen A. 2012:51) in spite of the recognition that most Party cadres were 
corrupt and immoral.  
On the contrary, state promotion of volunteerism gave students the means and 
opportunities to put their moral activism into practice. If there had been no state policies 
backing youth involvement in social affairs in the 1990s, China would not have seen the 
flourishing of youth volunteer groups today. If there was no Lei Feng to announce state 
endorsement behind volunteerism, young volunteers would have no justification –both to 
themselves and to their parents – why it was worth the time and the political risk to get 
socially involved. The face of Lei Feng encouraged young people to explore other moral 
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universes as they were shielded from the need to explain. By performing the “responsible 
socialist citizens,” young people earned themselves more space to reflect on and to 
reimagine what this identity actually meant.  
These minute “internal displacements of discursive regime” remarkably reshaped 
how the state presented the image of Lei Feng over the years. The CCP still recycled the 
images of Lei Feng as a governing tactic, but the language that it used to portray the 
socialist hero significantly changed. Realizing that the celebration of “self-sacrifice” and 
“devotion to the Party” could no longer engage young people, state propaganda in the 
2010s began to use vocabulary like “happiness,” “meaningful,” and “self-enhancement” 
to appeal. In this new discursive regime, volunteerism was an individualistic act. The 
state encouraged young people to volunteer services because involvement derived 
personal pleasure and satisfaction.  
The transformation of Lei Feng from a dedicated Communist servant who worked 
himself to death to achieve impossible production goals to an everyday man committed to 
small acts of kindness signified a major shift in governmental discourse and young 
peoples’ understandings about individuals’ moral responsibilities in the society at large. 
Modern Lei Fengs of today served not a faceless mass but peers and individual people 
around them. They worked not to fulfill socio-economic goals, but to establish authentic 
emotional connections. They were glorified not for their loyalty and übermensch 
qualities, but for their ability to inspire others, through personal examples, to strive for 
self-cultivation and individual betterment. In their negotiations for moral authority, 
volunteers had compelled state agencies to shift their mobilizing language in ways that 
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reflected their experiences. Their efforts contributed to reframing and restructuring how 
volunteerism was perceived not only among participants but also in the larger society.  
  
Illustration 7.2. Two advertisements installed by the city government in Guangzhou metro stations 
to promote a “civilized culture.” Left: “Learn from Lei Feng, serve the others, enhance yourself.” 
Right: “Volunteerism: Civil Guangzhou/ I volunteer, I am happy; I volunteer, I develop; I 
volunteer, I am healthy; I volunteer, I achieve” (Photos by author, Guangzhou, 2012). 
  
Adapting Lei Feng’s image, nevertheless, had little success in rescuing the icon 
from its anachronism and “wateriness.” Lei Feng, just like the flourishing volunteer 
initiatives, was everywhere on SCU campus. Nevertheless, these two universes, each 
embodying different notions of socialist morality, had little overlap in students’ 
perspectives. They coexisted the way that “exemplary students” and “bulls” did. 
Students’ nonchalance and skepticism about the exemplary students did not mean that 
they would openly object to the practice. The ability to earn official recognition still 
inspired a great deal of respect and envy, but this alone was not enough to establish a role 
model. The new persona to whom students aspired, who were colloquially called “bulls,” 
proved himself by his ability and wittiness. A “bull” had to assume an appropriate 
distance from authority to remain free and flexible, while still being creative and skillful 
enough to manipulate official resources and connections. 
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This strategy of maintaining a flexible distance from the university authority has 
marked a significant departure from Susan Shirk’s student informants in the 1970s, who 
had to make conscious choices whether to associate themselves with the political 
apparatus (1982). Under what Shirk calls a “virtuocracy” prior to China’s economic 
reforms, the CCP tried to lock the interpretation of morality under a political framework. 
The only way to be moral was to cultivate good relationships with state institutions. 
“Virtuous” individuals were rewarded with political currency and Party recognition, 
which translated into status and power over their peers. Those who chose to stay away 
from these acrimonious political competitions could never earn the same opportunities 
because they gave up on the quest for official “virtues” that were arbitrarily defined by 
the Party and its agents. Under the CCP’s interpretation, it was impossible to be moral 
unless one was also politically conscious and engaged.  
By the 2000s, it has become much easier to be “moral” without being “political.” 
Situating oneself close to the political power center was no longer the only avenue to 
success anymore. Besides seeking recognition from official institutions and authorities, it 
has become acceptable to base one’s self-worth on peer recognition and personal 
fulfillment. Students reinvented not only their relationship with the political apparatus, 
but the interpretation of “socialist morality” in the process. “Moral responsibility” was no 
longer confined by a narrow imagination limited to loyalty to the Party-state and 
contributions to the socialist economy. “Morality” on contemporary campus was about 
passion, authenticity, flexibility, non-conformity, and moral courage. Sometimes, it even 
called for the active rejection of the “political.”  
  
300 
These transformations corresponded also with a changing understanding of the 
“political.” In organizational meetings, students used the term “political” (政治性) to 
denote tasks assigned by the school authority. Most student groups inevitably had to deal 
with these “political tasks” – such as filing forms and reports, “volunteering” for 
university functions, filling seats in Party-sponsored lectures, and even organizing events 
on behalf of the university. The Student Union, being the largest campus organization 
with close ties to the university administration, was assigned “political tasks” all the time. 
Whenever these tasks came up, my division leader would urge us “to just take care of 
these political tasks, so that we can properly focus on things that we should actually do.” 
“Political tasks,” under her portrayal, was the bureaucratic hurdle that our team had to 
jump over. These directives from above were annoyances distracting us from working on 
the team’s task list that tackled the truly worthwhile issues on which students should 
invest their time and energy. They were not compatible with participants’ youthful 
passion and moral idealism.  
In fact, the Party-state itself had a part to play in facilitating this debunking of the 
“moral” and the “political.” Especially after the Tiananmen incident in 1989, the 
Communist Party was hyperaware of how student movements could potentially 
undermine the ruling regime. The state machine was careful to keep youth volunteerism 
under control, while at the same time it wanted to tap into its potential to serve the 
purposes of the state. The ideal of state-led volunteerism, therefore, was to create 
obedient agents who were morally but not politically driven in their social services. From 
the state’s perspective, the best volunteers were the ones who cared enough about their 
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fellow nationals to help, but did not care enough, or have an alternative conceptual 
framework, to challenge the current order. The state seemed to be successful so far in 
keeping civic initiatives from turning into social activism. Nevertheless, as I have shown 
in this chapter, the continuous erosion of the association between the “moral” and the 
“political” has already begun to empty the Party-state of its moral currency. Young 
people were not actively plotting subversion under the direct gaze of the state, but the 
gradual displacement of moral authority and an expansion of a non-political virtuous 
circle had already provided the conditions for alternative imaginations about China’s 
socio-political future.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
BLAME AND RESPONSIBILITY: ANALYZING MORAL BREAKDOWN  
ON CAMPUS AND BEYOND 
Hui Sanguan (毀三观): “Mind-blowing,” or literally having one’s “three 
views” destroyed. The “three views” (sanguan) are “view of the world”  
(世界观), “view of humanity” (人生观), and “(moral) values” (价值观). 
Any college student would have learned about the “three views” in middle 
schools and high schools in their textbooks for political education: 
Marxism-Leninism helps to cultivate the “three values” in righteous ways.  
Adding the character “hui” (to destroy) to the term, hui sanguan means 
having one’s defining beliefs and identity completely overthrown. It is an 
exaggerated way of expressing disbelief. In 2012, Guangzhou Daily listed 
hui sanguan to be one of the “ten internet slang terms of the year” 
 
 June was a slow month for student activities at SCU. As the semester wound 
down, students became too preoccupied with exam preparations and end-of-term-projects 
for organizational events and gatherings. I was relieved of my usual routine of running 
from one meeting to another, and I gladly took advantage of the break to catch my breath 
after an intense semester of fieldwork. One warm summer evening, while many of my 
informants were stuck in the library studying, I went off campus to meet up with a 
personal friend. My friend and I spent a leisurely evening strolling around the old quarter 
of Guangzhou city an hour away from campus. We wrapped up the evening with a visit 
to a decades old restaurant renowned for its frozen treats. My three scoops of coconut, 
pineapple, and durian ice cream looked as wonderful as they tasted. I took a picture of my 
dessert and posted it on my weibo account as soon as I got home. I added in the caption 
that I was happy about my refreshing ice-cream excursion on a warm, humid evening.  
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 A few minutes after I posted my weibo entry, Chenhao, a freshman at SCU, 
responded with a short comment: “Shijie,130 it is not houdao (厚道, lit. “thick in 
morality”) of you to post such [an enticing] picture this late at night!” Houdao, which 
combines the characters for “thick” and “morality,” comes to describe persons or 
behaviors that are kind, sincere, and noble. Complaining about my lack of “moral 
thickness,” Chenhao protested that it was inconsiderate of me to tease him with an ice 
cream treat that he was not able to enjoy himself – it was too late at night, the shop was 
too far away, and he was too busy with homework. The implied meaning of his comment 
was that I could have kept the picture to myself, but instead I chose to brag about how 
good my dessert had tasted. My picture has induced unnecessary suffering in him.  
It was obvious that Chenhao’s complaint was not serious. It was his joking way of 
telling me that he liked my picture so much that he, too, was tempted to get the dessert 
himself just by looking at it. He probably did not even mean it when he implied that his 
craving for the ice-cream was going to haunt him for the rest of the night. Even though 
Chenhao made the judgmental statement that I was not “thick in morality,” both of us 
understood that the accusation was merely a friendly invitation to start an online 
conversation.  
This online exchange was the only incident that I have come across during my 
sixteen months of fieldwork when the term “morality” was evoked by a student to 
criticize a peer’s personality and behaviors. It was significant exactly because of its 
                                                        
130 “Elder academic sister” (in terms of academic rank). I have discussed the use and significance of terms 
of address at SCU in chapter 5.  
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triviality and humorous quality. The term “immorality” (不道德) was not at all common 
in everyday conversations on-campus because it was a harsh accusation. In the university 
context, some behaviors were “not right” (不对), “not good” (不好), or “low in quality”  
(素质低), but few on-campus incidents were repugnant to such an extent that warranted 
the description of “immoral.” Chenhao accused me of not being moral only because both 
of us knew that it was a joke. Even in such a joking situation, he was saying that I was 
not “thick in morality,” rather than using the term “immoral” outright.   
Chenhao’s comment illustrated two characteristics of my informants’ 
understandings of “morality” that I will elaborate in this chapter. First, moral evaluations 
vary in different contexts. A major criterion of judgment is to consider whether the 
offender has had the option of behaving morally. Eating ice-cream is probably not in 
itself immoral, but using that indulgence to induce unnecessary suffering is, especially 
when I could choose not to do so. Second, the definition of “morality” is often embedded 
in social relationships. Subsequent comments – by Chenhao and also another common 
friend of ours - on that conversational thread indicated that I could have gotten take-out 
to share. Technically it was impossible to do that because the ice-cream would have 
melted before I made it back to campus. Nevertheless, my failure to have thought about 
the option indicated that I was not considerate enough about my friends’ feelings. I 
should not have rubbed it in after their miserable evening in the library.  
 This chapter suggests a contextual understanding of “morality” at SCU in spite of 
– and because of - my informants’ reluctance to evoke the labels “moral” and “immoral” 
when describing situations in the university community. It examines students’ reactions 
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to three incidents of plagiarism and data fabrication that I – as an anthropologist trained 
in America – considered to be morally disturbing. Cheating in an exam was “not right,” 
but it was understandable when one also considered the limited alternatives that the 
offender had. The absence of strong moral criticism in the three cases of plagiarism and 
data fabrication showed that students had some sympathy with the perpetrators in these 
particular situations of moral infringement on campus.  
 On the other hand, students were much less forgiving in their evaluations of moral 
infringements that happened outside of the university community. There was a general 
assumption that the Chinese society at large did not offer the moral individual the 
freedom to strive to be ethical. Analyzing several incidents in which students had to 
engage with the society at large, I describe how students imagined the SCU community 
to be an exceptional but fragile oasis in the midst of a perceived moral crisis in present 
day China. In the process, they demarcated the boundaries between the university 
community and the immoral “adult’s world” at large, and continued to remake the 
university into a moral universe for the safe enactment of a relatively high degree of 
moral agency.  
 
Moral Breakdown on Campus 
 “Moral breakdown,” as Jarrett Zigon describes, is a situation when social 
experiences and ways of being came into conflict with external sets of values (2008). It is 
a useful lens for the anthropological study of morality because it begets existential 
reflexivity that unveils moral values embedded in institutions, social discourse, and 
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embodied dispositions (Zigon 2007 and 2008). Moral breakdown calls into question the 
taken for granted meanings of everyday life, and pushes informants to reflect upon 
appropriate ethical responses. Encounters with profound social change (Robbins 2004), 
reactions to injustice (Lora-Wainwright 2013), and deviant social behaviors (Oxfeld 
2011) can create such valuable moments for anthropologists to evoke informants’ ethical 
reflexivity.  
This chapter utilizes this approach to examine moral breakdown for the 
phenomenological analysis of ethical thoughts and behaviors that tended to be less 
empirically observable in everyday life. One of my challenges, as illustrated in the 
opening story above, was to identify moments of moral breakdown. “Immorality” was a 
harsh accusation. As I mentioned, students very seldom used this term to evaluate minor 
rule breaking on campus. Even if they recognized cheating in exams or falling asleep in 
class as “not right” or “not good,” students would not necessarily associate “immorality” 
with these behaviors or with the offenders’ intrinsic moral qualities. To what extent can 
the anthropologist consider these incidents immoral, when her informants explained away 
the inevitability of their occurrences using rationales that were not morally-related?  
My attempts to discuss examples of “moral breakdowns” with students have left 
me with ambiguous dialogues in which informants either hesitated to make a moral 
judgment, or struggled to comprehend why I framed my inquiries in moral terms in the 
first place. I came to realize that while I had found certain instances of plagiarism and 
data fabrication morally disturbing, some informants did not even consider “morality” to 
be at all relevant in the discussion. Many displayed immediate attempts to explain the 
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offense by considering the offender’s psychological and situational concerns. Cheating 
and plagiarism were obviously not to be taken as normal, but students’ discussions of 
these incidents often displayed considerable leniency and understanding of why such 
incidents take place. The following three ethnographic vignettes illustrate how the 
relative absence of moral criticism of cheating on campus showed that assigning moral 
opprobrium was heavily dependent on context, and especially on the presumed autonomy 
of the acting agent. Students tended to be more lenient to the peers because they could 
sympathize with how the pressure of their situations might lead them to risk moral 
infringement.  
 
Vignette #1: Getting caught cheating in an exam 
 Jingyi told Meiyu and me about the latest gossip on campus: several students had 
been caught cheating in an exam. It happened to a general education class on Confucian 
classics. Most of the two hundred students enrolled, who came from different academic 
concentrations, probably had taken the class for general education requirements. Jingyi 
did not take the class herself, but she heard rumors that the class was boring and difficult. 
The lecturer expected students to memorize Confucian’s Analects in its entirety.  Rather 
than cultivating skills in critical thinking the exam was designed to test whether students 
could memorize the long passages verbatim. Jingyi said that it was to nobody’s surprise 
that there would be cheaters in a big class like this one. Nevertheless, it was still 
“terrifying” (恐怖) to learn that the first two students getting caught were going to lose 
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their academic degree.131 When the lecturer caught the first two cheaters, he contacted the 
academic discipline office right away to ask for directions on how to handle the case. 
They immediately decided that the offenders were to be severely punished. The lecturer 
subsequently found several more cases of cheating. With quite a number of students 
involved, the lecturer realized that his discovery was creating more repercussions than he 
thought. He helped to plead for the students this time. As a result, subsequent offenders 
got to keep their academic degrees, but they would get a remark of “severe penalty” on 
their graduation certificates. 
 Meiyu was immediately interested in the gossip. She asked Jingyi to clarify about 
the level of difficulty of the class and the structure of the exam, after which she, too, 
concluded that the lecturer had asked for too much memorization, making exam 
preparation tedious because it was “humanly impossible to have everything memorized.” 
Meiyu asked in a sympathetic tone: “Is it worth [having the academic degree taken away] 
just for a general education course like this one?” 
 The two girls went on to discuss whether the risk of getting caught was “worth it” 
by analyzing how a general education grade would affect one’s report card. While 
general education credits would be included in the total GPA, they would not matter as 
much as credits that count towards a student’s academic major. Jingyi explained that one 
still needed a reasonable total GPA to impress future employers, while Meiyu kept on 
                                                        
131 Losing one’s academic degree did not mean immediate expulsion. The two students would still receive 
their graduation certificate when they finished their course of study. Jingyi said that the two students could 
petition for getting their academic degree back if they could push their overall grades (GPA) up to the top 
twenty of the entire class year by their graduation. This was obviously not easy to achieve, but the two 
students would be severely crippled in the future job market if they only had their proofs of university 
completion without the academic degree.   
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saying that the students were foolish to have thrown away their futures like that. She 
repeated her rhetorical question: “is it worth it?”  
 During the ten-minute-conversation, both students demonstrated their sympathy 
to the cheaters. Jingyi, especially, talked about the case as if cheating was inevitable 
given the options that students had: students needed good grades, and there was no way 
to be certain about that no matter how hard one studied. The design of the exam was 
flawed in itself. There were certainly cheaters in these exams given the size of the class, 
the unreasonable expectations of the lecturer, and the amount of time that most students 
were willing to invest in a general education course. She felt sorry for the students who 
were caught because they were unlucky. Many more students had probably done the 
same thing but they managed to get away with it. Jingyi was “terrified” about the penalty 
because she could easily imagine how it could have happened to anyone, herself 
included. The set-up of the exam and the course were to blame for enabling and even 
compelling so many students to cheat.  
 Meiyu was less sympathetic about the rationale behind cheating. She suggested, 
“they could have started their revision earlier. They have waited until the last minute to 
have everything from the entire semester memorized. Of course they were not able to 
memorize everything.” They knew the potential consequences of cheating, and they had 
to take full responsibility for what they had done. While Meiyu found cheating to be 
inexcusable, her comments focused on how foolish the offense was. If the students had 
thought carefully about the pros and cons, they should not have chosen to take that risk. 
Unlike Jingyi, who regarded cheating as inevitable, Meiyu considered the penalty fair 
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because offenders had had alternative options (for example, to start studying earlier). 
Meiyu recognized that cheating could not be justified, but she refrained from associating 
the act with the offenders’ moral characters or personalities. She did not directly mention 
that cheating was “not right” even though it was apparent from the conversation that she 
found no excuses for cheating in exams. Whether to cheat in an exam was more of a 
rational decision rather than a moral question.  
It was clear that both Jingyi and Meiyu found the incident unfortunate. The design 
of the exam was not fair, and neither was the result that two students were punished more 
severely than other offenders. Students who got caught were not bad students, they were 
just unlucky ones. Although the two girls differed as to how much responsibilities the 
individuals had over the serious repercussion of their actions, both recognized that 
rational calculations should form the basis to decision making. The kind of morality at 
work here is not about adherence to any moral principles, but the ability to make rational 
decisions after considering all options and possible consequences. 
 
Vignette #2: Getting professional help with graduate school applications 
 Many Chinese students aspired to continue their education abroad in the 
developed countries in America, Europe, and Australia (Fong 2011). Having gone 
through the process myself, I sometimes talked to interested students about my own 
experiences and strategies in graduate school application in the United States. A few 
months into my fieldwork, however, I found myself becoming increasingly impatient 
about these conversations. Many students were extremely obsessed with memorizing 
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English vocabulary words to get ready for standardized tests such as the GRE or the 
TOEFL, but did not pay nearly enough attention to the rest of their application packages. 
When I suggested that their proposed research plans and personal statements were often 
more important to draw the schools’ attention, students seldom asked me how to write a 
better personal statement. Rather, they would ask me whether it would be useful to hire a 
study abroad consultant (an “agent”) to write the statement for them.132  
 The idea of submitting a statement that was not written by the applicant herself 
immediately struck me as a moral infringement. I considered that a despicable trick that 
involved intentional deception and misrepresentation of self. These agents, as well as 
students who hired them, undermined the merit-based principle of the university 
admission process, and challenged the foundation of trust and integrity that very much 
defined academic institutions. What had bothered me the most was that none of my 
informants had perceived this plagiarizing idea to be morally problematic. Even the best 
students I knew understood the option of hiring an agent in terms of “whether it was 
worth the money” instead of “whether it was wrong to do so.” They did not see 
purchasing a personal statement to be a trick to game the system, but simply a strategic 
step to take in order to get themselves into a graduate program.  
 I was confused about the vastly different understandings of academic integrity 
that students had attributed to taking standardized tests and writing personal statements. 
Why was it acceptable to submit a personal statement that was written by somebody else, 
                                                        
132 Rob Weller reported from Nanjing that the 2013 rate for applying for undergraduate schools is 50,000 
yuan (8,500 USD) for 5 schools; 70,000 yuan (11,150USD) for 15, with letters of recommendation 
included. 
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but not acceptable to consider cheating in a GRE test? Students were very comfortable 
about telling me and their peers if they had hired agents to write their statements, but 
students never mentioned anything else other than discipline and perseverance when 
talking about GRE strategies. They were willing to spend tremendous time – ideally up to 
3,000 hours as some students told me – to memorize all the vocabulary listed in the six-
hundred-page-long GRE study guide.133 Why, then, did most refuse to spend extra ten 
hours to write a good personal statement? 
 The normalization of hiring study abroad consultants at least in part resulted from 
successful marketing and advertising campaigns. Over the last decade, education 
consulting emerged as one of the most lucrative businesses in China. Promotional flyers 
and posters of study abroad consulting services could be seen on-campus throughout the 
academic year. Companies held information sessions and roadshow promotions to 
convince students that graduate school application was an enigmatic process that was 
difficult for first-time applicants to navigate no matter how good their English writing 
was. After using the scare tactics, the company representatives moved onto offering the 
only solution to the situation. They dazzled students with success stories about getting 
bright and deserving students into Princeton, Yale, and Oxford. They assured students 
that they knew the perfect formulae to drafting a personal statement containing the very 
elements for which European and American universities were looking, and promised 
                                                        
133 The most popular GRE study guide in China was published by the “New Oriental Educational and 
Technology Group,” the largest tutorial service provider in China founded in 1993. The study guide was 
colloquial referred to as the “precious red book” because of its cover design in red (note the allusion to 
Chairman Mao’s Red Book that dedicated Communists were supposed to learn by heart during the Cultural 
Revolution). The 9th edition of the study guide just was published in 2012. 
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professional experiences and personal guidance that would take away the stress involved 
in an otherwise impossible endeavor.  
 
Illustration 8.1. A Wall Covered with Advertisements about Study Abroad Consulting on SCU 
Campus. 
 
Many students came out of these sessions under the impression that hiring a study 
abroad consultant was merely a matter of business exchange. Many became convinced 
that Chinese students were discriminated against in the application process because they 
did not know the rules of the game and that they wrote less than fluent English. They 
could never write a good enough personal statement by themselves no matter how hard 
they tried. Getting professional help with the statement was not about giving them unfair 
advantages over other applicants, but only to level the playing field to get themselves 
noticed by the schools that they felt themselves qualified to go to in the first place. 
Getting good grades in standardized tests, on the other hand, was a matter of how hard 
one tried. Hard work and time investment would eventually pay off. There were few 
excuses for taking short cuts because the exam system was considered to be fair. The 
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keys to getting good grades were made clear to and attainable for everybody. If one 
ended up with a bad grade, it simply meant that she had not prepared well enough.134 
Through its years of development, the lucrative industry of study aboard 
consulting had clearly come to be perceived as a legitimate business. Their marketing 
strategy focused on reinforcing the impression that “everybody does it” (if they can 
afford it), hence diluting individuals’ moral responsibilities in the business exchange. If 
there were moral or legal repercussion about the practice, it was the responsibility of the 
consulting companies who had misguided their customers. The pressure to succeed was 
high: Students were put under the assumption that they would have the chance to succeed 
once they got into the graduate program; But if they failed to get in, success would be 
closed to them. Students themselves did not mind putting in the work as long as it gave 
the results that they deserved. They had already put extra efforts into standardized tests 
that were designed for native English speakers. They felt it was not unfair for them to 
seek additional help in the application component that was the more problematic and 
uncertain.  
 
Vignette #3: Designing a “research project” 
 The third vignette is about a “research project” in which I partook early on in my 
field work. As a “junior officer” in ASO’s “reporting and research unit,” six freshmen 
                                                        
134 There may be other reasons why “cheating” in personal statement writing was more common than in 
standardized tests: It was easier to get caught cheating in exams, and hence it was more “foolish” to do so. 
Also, Chinese education tended to put more emphasis on the repetition of facts and the adherence to rigid 
instructions. Personal statements – which demanded more individualization – might not be considered the 
“fairest” way of assessing performance because there right or wrong was not absolute in essay composition.  
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and I were assigned the task to find out how the general student population thought about 
the student recruitment fair. I was initially excited about the task, because I could put 
some of my research skills as a social scientist to work. However, it did not take me long 
to realize that I understood the “research” assignment rather differently from my 
teammates and supervising student leaders.  
 Early on in our first meeting, our sophomore student leaders were honest and 
upfront about what we were expected to find from the study. A student leader told us: 
“the idea is to show the supervising school administrators that some student organizations 
were not engaged enough in the recruitment fair. We need to present this as a problem so 
that we can ask the school for more resources and space to develop organizational 
activities... the few of us (student leaders) got together a while ago to discuss how to 
lobby for more resources on behalf of smaller student organizations. We decided that 
[conducting a research project] is the best way to get our points across… your task is to 
collect the data and write up the analysis to support this conclusion. Do try to make the 
report look professional (专业) and scientific (科学).”  
In other words, the conclusions of the “research project” were preordained even 
before we had developed any research question. Our task was to substantiate “survey 
results” that came not from actual research but from discussions among several senior 
student leaders. It was nominally a survey project about the student recruitment fair, but 
the purpose was to make some general suggestions about student organizational 
development. The student leaders also told us that we had two days to come up with a 
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convincing report. This was our first assignment at ASO, and we should prove to the 
entire organization that we were a capable and efficient team.  
 I was not comfortable with the project.  I suggested that we could draft a proposal 
to the school authority instead, but the student leader immediately shut down my idea by 
asking “don’t you think that a survey research will be far more convincing than a letter to 
school administrators?” Another student leader told me that this was a meaningful 
project, because we were fighting for less bureaucracy and more resources to support the 
development of student activities. The most convincing way to do that was to generate 
statistical data to back our demands, even if that data was fraudulent. A freshman student 
also helped to explain the situation to the clueless anthropologist: “we probably do 
research differently here in China [from what you are used to in America]. We don’t have 
the luxury to work on a single topic for an extended period of time. We finish up one 
project quickly and then move onto the next.”  
 I decided not to argue further about the purpose and the implementation of the 
“survey research.” The team moved on to discussing survey design, which I found to be 
equally problematic. Throughout the discussion students kept reminding each other that 
this project was of a “political nature” (政治性).135 We needed to always keep the survey 
questions relevant to proving our results, and at the same time not to make the research 
project “too fake” (太假). It was apparent that students recognized some degree of data 
manipulation would inevitably be involved. Their concerns, however, focused on 
                                                        
135 “Political” here means that the project was undertaken for the purpose of communicating with 
supervising school authority. I discussed the implication of this description at the end of chapter seven.  
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disguising the untruthful aspects of the data rather than trying to improve its quality. It 
was more important to sound convincing than to be convinced ourselves, since we 
already knew the “right” conclusion.  
At some point a freshman even asked the team “is it okay to make up numbers?” 
The suggestion was immediately rejected by a student leader, who responded in a 
sheepish voice that “it is not that good to make up numbers (造数据不太好吧).” I was 
rather shocked that the question was even raised in the first place. The freshman showed 
that he had normalized outright data fabrication to an extent that he felt comfortable and 
unembarrassed about his suggestion. It was acceptable for him to take dubious short-cuts 
in order to speed up the research process and to acquire the data we want. Research ethics 
could be compromised if data fabrication was what we needed to do in order to produce a 
timely and convincing report.   
 Even though we decided not to make up numbers, all students were conscious 
about how they could get desired data by asking the right questions. One student 
reminded us that we should avoid asking questions that might turn into complaints about 
the student recruitment fair because we did not want to generate any attack on the 
organizational committee. When talking about how we could convince the school 
administrators to grant student organizations bigger operational budgets, another student 
half-jokingly suggested that we could limit interviewees’ responses to “little,” “very 
little,” and “very very little” as the only three options that they could pick for the question 
“how much financial support the organizations got from the university.” Students knew 
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that survey design had to be “target-oriented… in order to draw school administrators’ 
attention to [problems that we wanted them to address].”  
 Under this practical logic of “getting the job done,” interviewees, like survey 
questions, were merely tools for crafting our final report. My teammates understood that 
we could not limit our sampling population to student leaders in organizations, even 
though they were the ones who would give us the responses that we wanted. We needed 
to conduct the survey among the general student population as well to prove that we were 
“objective” enough not to cherry-pick our subjects. We also made sure to claim in the 
written report that we interviewed “the general student body,” rather than just “incoming 
freshmen” which was in fact a better description of whom we interviewed. We did not 
even bother to interview any upperclassmen because we suspected that they would not be 
interested in taking our survey.  
“If we don’t get the data from the general student population, it shows that 
we are not doing a good enough job.”  
 
“Of course we have to interview student participants in the recruitment 
fair. They are the subject (主体) of our report. We need to stay objective  
(客观). […] We need to get quotes from students to show that they, too, 
want the university to spend more on student activities. Their 
dissatisfaction is our ‘shield’ (挡战牌) [to protect us against any critiques 
that school administrators might have about the “objectiveness” of our 
report.]” 
 
At the end of that evening, we decided that five of us would each run the list of 
questions with fifteen students, while another freshmen and I ran another list of questions 
in phone interviews with student leaders of several organizations. We gathered again the 
next evening to talk about work progress. While we tried to make our project look more 
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inclusive by expanding the sampling population when setting the scope of the survey 
research, we took time to cut down the diversity of the responses that we got after the 
survey to give the impression that demands for more financial support was a statistically 
significant result that we found. During that second meeting, we discussed about omitting 
to report certain questions that did not agree with our conclusion. We also presented 
some quotes from student leaders in intentionally misleading manner to make it look as if 
they had come from the general student population. My teammates felt that it was 
important to create the impression that to increase funding for student activities was a 
general demand on campus, that school administrators should take our suggestions into 
serious considerations if they wanted to improve students’ college experience.  
Throughout the two days of putting the research project together, my teammates 
were clearly aware that we were taking advantage of ethical loopholes. However, we 
talked little about the rights and wrongs with the ways in which we handled survey data. 
My teammates were mostly concerned about practical considerations such as how to get 
our message across. Discussions of morality was irrelevant because we knew from the 
very beginning that our task was to lobby for more school funding rather than to produce 
valid statistical findings. Senior student leaders had decided on what to go into the report. 
Our job was simply to carry out their orders and to deliver the results they want to show 
the university. Challenging the moral foundation of the project was not going to help 
proving our worth in the organization, nor was it going to help the student leaders in any 
way when they communicated with university administrators.  
  
320 
Moreover, ASO student leaders knew better than supervising university staff 
about the problems that student organizations were facing through their year-long 
conversations and interactions with organizational leaders and participants. They were 
probably right when they said that student organizations were under-funded, and that they 
had to jump too many bureaucratic hurdles in order to get any event organized. Everyone 
understood that a survey research might not be the best instrument to generate these 
conclusions. However, school administrators probably would not take the suggestions 
seriously if they had not been “scientifically proven.” In that case, was it wrong to adopt 
the scientific language as a trick if that was the only way to draw proper attention to the 
issue?  
 
Analysis: Context and the Assignment of Moral Responsibilities 
 As an anthropologist trained in America, my immediate reaction to the above 
three incidents was to ask whether it was right or wrong to cheat in an exam or to make 
up statistical data. My informants, however, asked different sets of questions. They were 
more interested in understanding and analyzing what was the best to do given the 
situation. They did not negate the moral dubiousness embedded in the above three 
situations, but at the same time they did not feel the need to address them directly. 
“Morality” was not as relevant as other practical concerns. It was a privilege to even be 
disturbed by minor moral infringements. That was probably what my teammate had 
meant when he said that they could not afford to do survey research in the “American 
way.”    
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Instead of asking “what is moral,” I found it more illuminating to ask when 
situations were (not) considered in moral terms. My informants asked a set of questions 
to determine whether and how responsibilities should be assigned: Should individuals be 
responsible for their actions? Was there harm done to other people? Their concerns 
resonated with what James Laidlaw has suggested, that the attribution of responsibility is 
positively correlated with the autonomy of the acting subject: the more autonomy an 
individual has, the more responsible she can be held for her actions (Laidlaw 2014). 
Choice, agency, and responsibility were integral to the evaluation of morality.  
In all three scenarios above, moral judgment was lenient because students felt 
they had to obey superior directives, or they had to do whatever was necessary to do well 
in school and gain admission into a graduate program. From their perspective, there were 
no other options. Students who considered purchasing personal statements thought that 
there were no other way to get into a good American university. The survey research 
could not have been done in just two days without expediting and falsifying data 
collection. Students expressed sympathy and understanding towards their peers who got 
caught cheating in exams, in part because they could envision themselves being pushed to 
commit such foolish mistakes if they were put into the exact same situation. In this 
setting, cheating might be relatively “normal” and only a big deal if one was caught. 
Students were more lenient towards situations in which individuals who resembled 
themselves were believed to have very limited agency to make other choices. 
Fairness, also, was important. If the outcomes are unfair, in the sense of not being 
predictable in correlation with the work and effort students had put in, then “cheating” is 
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more acceptable. One should not cheat in the GRE and other standardized exams because 
that would not be fair to people who actually had studied. On the other hand, it was less 
of a moral issue to cheat in a defective exam that was believed to be unfair in the first 
place. Even though cheating in any kind of exam would similarly mean negating the time 
and efforts that rule-abiding students had put in, the most important concern was whether 
the cheater had claimed unfair advantages over their peers. Students considered cheating 
to be more excusable in an exam in which it was widely expected that most students 
would – and had to – cheat because there was no other way to guarantee that diligent 
effort would end up translating into good results. Similarly, data fabrication in survey 
research was not always considered problematic because it was the most realistic way to 
make positive contributions to the university community.   
All three cases suggest that moral judgment was very much a contextual 
evaluation on SCU campus. What concerned students the most was the possibility of 
attributing responsibilities and the principle of fairness. There was no moral judgment 
made against the acts of cheating or data fabrication. All that mattered was whether the 
acting agent had the choice and hence the responsibility for the action committed. When 
determining whether an offense should be tolerated, students evaluated not with moral 
principles but the extent to which the actions had caused harm and unfairness. Common 
to all three vignettes was that the actions did not (or were perceived not to) hurt other 
people.  
Bragging about an ice cream dessert online, on the other hand, was not “thick in 
morality.” However minor the incident was, I had posted the picture – even though I had 
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the option not to – with perfect knowledge (and probably malicious intention too) that my 
behavior would induce jealousy and sufferings. My action – as in most happenings on 
campus - did not invite outright moral criticisms because it was too minor to deserve any 
harsh accusations. Nevertheless, the fact that Chenhao chose to interpret my behavior in a 
moral framework illustrated what my informants generally considered to be important 
and not important in making moral judgments.  
This analysis also shows that social relationships were a key determinant to 
whether moral blame should be assigned. On the one hand, minor moral infringements 
and rule breaking could be tolerated as long as they did not undermine cohesion of the 
community. On the other hand, doing intentional harm to fellow community members 
was not acceptable. When I tried to recall instances in which my informants had 
expressed extreme disapproval when discussing on campus events, two incidents 
immediately came to mind. Both incidents had indicated betrayal of friendship and trust. 
In the first case, one informant told me that the top student in her class held two sets of 
notes. He would not share his own notes with classmates who asked for help with 
studying. Instead, he would give his peers wrong tips and his modified set of notes to 
intentionally mislead his “competitors” in the exam. On another occasion, a student 
informant told me that he was disillusioned about campus election because candidates 
were not engaged in honest competition.136 Campaigning focused too much on 
backstabbing and badmouthing. Students who used to be friends turned against each 
                                                        
136 Critiques about elections were discussed in chapter six.  
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other in ugly ways. He was extremely disappointed that his peers would do anything and 
everything (不擇手段) to win the elections.  
 Why had my informants expressed such indignation when talking about these two 
episodes? In both scenarios, the selfish individuals attempted to earn themselves a 
competitive edge by pushing their peers down. They displayed apparent malicious intent 
to hurt other members in the university community in order to gain benefits for 
themselves. I found that my informant were especially reluctant to tolerate dubious moral 
infringements when social relationships were at stake. To win a student election did not 
constitute a strong enough justification for the intentional betrayal of social ties of trust. 
The worst was that these students did not even need to betray their fellows. The top 
student would probably earn good grades himself no matter how well his classmates 
ended up doing. Pushing a competitor down with malicious gossip could not guarantee 
victory because there were so many other factors that voters could consider. These 
students could have succeeded even if they had chosen to play by the rules that set forth 
by the formal system. They had alternatives, but greed and selfishness had pushed them 
to maximize their own competitive edges at the expense of their peers. It was immoral of 
them to sacrifice precious social relationships for obtaining immediate advantages.  
 In these instances, the purpose of moral criticisms was to protect trust and 
friendship from being undermined. Betrayals were sanctioned against because they 
challenged and threatened to change the social norms of trust within the university 
community. This understanding of morality resonates with a Durkheimian interpretation 
that the maintenance of the social whole was ultimately moral. Students were tolerant of 
  
325 
moral infringements committed within the university as long as they posed no threat to 
social cohesion and shared trust among the student body. Students were protective of 
their friends and people who shared membership in the university community.  
 
Moral Breakdown beyond the University Campus 
In comparison, students tended to be much harsher when making moral criticisms 
about social incidents caused by people with whom they did not feel connected. When 
talking about current events, many students shared a general anxiety about a looming 
moral crisis in China. Food safety, for example, was a topic that often aroused common 
concerns. Students sometimes talked about substandard quality control over the use of 
poisonous substances such as pesticides, fertilizers, and chemical additives in the industry 
of food manufacturing and processing. In these conversations, students expressed their 
anger at entrepreneurs, polluting factories, and big food processing companies for 
causing cancers and killing babies. Greedy entrepreneurs who manufactured food 
products with poisonous chemicals to maximize profit making were “immoral,” and so 
were corrupted bureaucrats who tolerated sub-standard infrastructure projects contracted 
to bribing enterprises. Students often talked about these current events with a tone of 
disappointment and quiet resignation. They knew that they could do little beyond 
expressing disapproval towards these horrific moral infringements. 
Even in these conversations, the prioritized considerations of “options” and 
“practicality” still applied. Students were not nearly as harsh on farmers and the 
agricultural malpractices that were also responsible for bankrupting public confidence in 
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food production. Using chemical additives in large-scale food manufacturing by big 
companies should not be compared with small farmers’ overuse of fertilizers and 
pesticides. Wealthy entrepreneurs were immoral because they were too profit-oriented to 
care about public health. They could have cut down on chemical use even if that would 
mean a narrower profit margin. Farmers, on the other hand, were often talked of as 
victims. They had no choice but to use a lot of chemicals because their small plots of 
infertile farmlands could not produce enough to feed their families otherwise. 
This kind of narrative hinted at the assumption that farmers – unlike evil 
entrepreneurs - would abolish practices harmful to public health if they could make 
enough money to feed their families. Interestingly, none of the students I talked to agreed 
with this deduction when I shared my hypothesis. My informants were always ready to 
tell me that farmers were greedy, lacking “quality,” and short-sighted, but they refrained 
from using the word “immoral” as they did when talking about entrepreneurial practices. 
My informants never directly addressed the connections between farmers and morality 
even when I asked. Instead, they patiently explained to me how Chinese farmlands were 
ruined by over-farming and industrial pollution, and that farmers often struggled to earn a 
living. Students’ understanding of morality showed that “morality” was a class-based 
concept. Moral evaluations were contingent upon whether the behavior was (perceived to 
be) inevitable. They were fundamentally situational and contextual in relation to the 
economic and power dynamics. There was nothing absolutely moral or immoral. This 
leniency, again, suggests a general sense of helplessness. Students’ tolerance for dubious 
behaviors showed their passive resignation and realistic estimation on what individuals 
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had to do in order to survive an immoral society. There was a deeply seated sense that the 
system was rarely just. Lacking the autonomy to behave in moral ways, individuals were 
victimized by structural reality.   
Here, students evoked an interpretive frame that Anders Sybrandt Hansen calls 
“moral displacement” (2012). In his study among college students in Beijing, Hansen 
suggests that young Communist Party initiates negotiated the contradictory coexistence 
of “purity” and “evilness” within the Party structure by displacing blame downwards to 
lower-level “corrupted cadres” and attributing moral credits upward to the sacred, 
incorruptible Party center.137 In discussions of social affairs, my student informants 
employed a similar strategy of moral displacement that worked the other way round: 
students displaced blame of immorality upwards to the faceless structural entity of 
“society” and “evil entrepreneurs.” Students were sympathetic towards farmers because 
their predicaments were more comprehensible. They could probably envision themselves 
making similar decisions when they were put into situations of overwhelming financial 
pressure like farmers and other disenfranchised individuals were. The following 
discussion illustrates this process of moral displacement, which explains why young 
Chinese felt weak and disempowered in their enactment of moral agency.  
 
Little Yueyue Incident and an Imminent Moral Crisis in China 
                                                        
137 This mentality is not uncommon in totalitarian regimes. Rulers – from emperors in ancient China to 
Stalin in Soviet Russia – were sometimes imagined to be kind and benevolent heroes betrayed by their 
circles who oppressed the people for their own benefit. In contemporary China, petitions to the leaders in 
Beijing was still a common practice, based on the belief that top CCP officials would right the wrong 
doings of the corrupted local officials “if only the great leader know what is going on.”  
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The adjectives “immoral” (道德沦丧) and “indifferent” (冷漠) became especially 
associated with the “Chinese society at large” in late 2011, when “Little Yueyue 
incident” (小悦悦事件) immediately stimulated nation-wide discussion about the 
impending moral crisis in China.138 On October 13, 2011, a two-year-old-girl Wang Yue 
was knocked down by a minivan in the suburban town of Foshan only ten miles to the 
southwest of Guangzhou City. The injured child was left lying in the middle of the road 
for seven minutes, during which she was run over by another truck. The tape from a 
surveillance camera from a nearby shop showed that eighteen people passed by the area 
when and after the accident happened, but none of them did anything to help. After seven 
long minutes, the girl was finally picked up by a garbage scavenger and rushed to the 
hospital. In spite of the flood of donations from all over China to fund her surgery, the 
girl passed away a week later.  
The incident, thereby known as “Little Yueyue Incident,” quickly turned into 
sensational headlines in local and national newspapers all across China. Bloggers, twitter-
users, and so-called “public intellectuals” immediately joined journalists in lamenting the 
sorry state of morality in present-day China. A scavenger, who was socially marginalized 
for being allegedly “low in (moral) quality,” ended up being the only compassionate 
person in the incident. Angry netizens reposted the sorrowful footage of the incident in 
online forums. They ruthlessly condemned neighboring store-owners and the eighteen 
passers-by for not having extended any helping hand. People cursed the “cold-blooded,” 
                                                        
138 Little Yueyue was an address of endearment that the media and the Chinese public adopted to show pity 
and affection when referring to the little girl, Yue, involved in the incident.  
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“shameless,” and “inhumane” passers-by and their families woeful deaths, both online 
and in-person, in cases where netizens managed to track down these despicable people in 
their real homes and workplaces.   
No student informant that I personally knew of was involved in the online witch-
hunt or any extreme forms of action. Nevertheless, the unfortunate incident did strike the 
SCU campus hard because of its geographic proximity and its national repercussions. 
“Little Yueyue” became a popular topic of conversation among students for a few weeks. 
Student groups held discussions, signature campaigns, vigils, and other commemorative 
activities on campus to bemoan the premature death of an innocent child. They wrote 
messages on display boards to wish the child “a happy afterlife in heaven” and to call for 
“a more compassionate society on earth.” I found it curious that Christianity-infused 
terminology such as “heaven” (天堂) was frequently evoked in conversations pertaining 
to the accident. The “heavenly” qualities of kindness, compassion, and peace juxtaposed 
the “indifference” and “cruelty” that one found in the Chinese society. They were other-
worldly privileges in “heaven” and “Western societies” that Chinese nationals never got 
to enjoy.  
 What I found to be the most interesting were the changes in how students talked 
about the passers-by. Immediately after the tragedy, when they expressed sorrow about 
Little Yueyue’s ill fate a few students did talk about how “immoral” and “cold-blooded” 
the unhelpful passers-by were. In just a few days, however, the “blame the passers-by” 
discourse had mostly disappeared from SCU campus. Instead of talking about what the 
passers-by should have done, students started discussing what they could have done and 
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concluded that there was not much. They talked about legal disputes and urban legends in 
which helping strangers got people into trouble. Some Good Samaritans had money 
extorted from them for having allegedly caused the injury in the first place. Student 
lamented that law enforcement and the legal system were unable to give sufficient 
protection to victims of these scams. This made altruism potentially costly, and therefore 
caused widespread indifference when people ran into help-seeking strangers.139 
Two weeks after the tragedy, I attended an evening workshop hosted by Yun 
Qiang, an enthusiastic NGO worker who wanted to stimulate young people’s discussions 
about the Little Yueyue incident. About thirty college students and I started off the 
evening with a hotpot dinner, and then we broke into groups of eight to brainstorm about 
what individuals could do to make China a more compassionate society. Everybody was 
in good spirits in the beginning, as we threw out ideas about how to build stronger social 
ties, to promote humanitarian education, and to lobby for better legislation. Towards the 
end of the hour-long discussions, however, the room had gone increasingly quiet even 
before the organizers had called off the conversations. We realized that few of these 
initiatives were within the range of what individual citizens could do. Everyone was 
exhausted from thinking about China’s depressing moral state. It seemed that the society 
had become so corrupt that many immoral behaviors had become normalized. It was not 
even possible to pinpoint who or what to blame. “It was the society’s fault (都是社会的
错)” was a recurring expression that night. It had become such a cliché phrase on which 
                                                        
139 See Yan 2009 for a detailed analysis of “the Good Samaritan’s New Troubles” in China.  
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everyone seemed to agree and about which no one could do anything. The thick sense of 
despair was suffocating.  
 At the end of the evening, I talked briefly with Yun Qiang, who summed up the 
helplessness in an elegant way: “It is not that I don’t want to [help], but I can’t” (不能也
，非不为也). The poetic expression he used made an indirect reference to a famous story 
in Confucian classics, in which the Confucian master Mencius chided the Emperor for 
not ruling with benevolence. Mencius lectured that the Emperor was capable of empathy 
and kindness, and it was a shame that he failed to treat his subjects with such. Mencius 
encouraged him: “It is not that you can’t, but you don’t want to” (不为也，非不能也). 
While Mencius had believed that the Emperor could do better if he tried harder, Yun 
Qiang flipped the famous saying around and pointed out that nothing could be done even 
though many people were willing to enact changes. Immorality has become so rampant in 
contemporary China that Confucian teachings of kindness and benevolence no longer 
function as an adequate moral compass. 
Yun Qiang, however, was not totally pessimistic about the “willingness [to help]” 
that he saw among young people. He was happy that participants seemed to have thought 
more about cultivating their own humanitarian quality (培养人文素养). He told me that 
this was what he wanted to see after the workshop. He knew that the most that he could 
do for now was to remind young people that they should try to stay righteous themselves 
in spite of an immoral society. He and I both recognized that this ambition was humble 
and grand at the same time.  
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Moral Agency in an Immoral Society 
The problem that many of my student informants found troubling, hence, was that 
the social situation in present-day China was not conducive to nurturing moral behaviors. 
The moral challenge facing China today lay not in immoral actors, but an unjust society 
that was perceived to be so corrupt that individuals could not afford to be moral. They 
were therefore especially protective about the university community, where they still felt 
that morality existed – at least within the student community. The following paragraphs 
show how students strove to stay moral by setting themselves apart from the corrupting 
society.  
 
Fear of Assimilation and Corruption 
When talking about their notions of ideal personhood in different occasions, 
several students told me that they wanted to be “strong inside” (内心强大). This 
expression positioned the individual against her surroundings, and reinforce the idea that 
virtues came from having the inner strength to resist capitulating to societal evils. On 
other occasions when I asked students why they wanted to participate in volunteering 
activities, one of the most common responses was that they wanted to make social 
contributions possible before they were “assimilated” (同化) into the corrupting society. 
The understanding was that college students wanted to be moral, and feared the 
compromises they would have to make if they failed to stay strong and to protect their 
righteous selves after they left school.  
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Abby, a medical student with a public health concentration who wanted to pursue 
a career in marketing or advertising, told me that she wanted to leave the medical field as 
soon as she graduated. I asked her whether she ever thought about combining her 
academic training in public health with her passions for creative designs and 
communications in more relevant professions such as pharmaceutical marketing. She said 
that she had considered this but then ruled out the possibility, because she “would not be 
happy” if she pursued a career selling medicines and medical equipment. Abby went on 
to elaborate how corruption and bribery were so rampant in the industry that 
pharmaceutical salespersons could not survive – financially and also socially – without 
taking outrageous kickbacks. Anyone who refused to collaborate with greedy doctors and 
medical providers would be ostracized. Abby said she would feel guilty all the time if she 
had to participate in this network of bullying – to overcharge the sick or sell them 
healthcare products that they did not actually need. She also envisioned herself living in 
constant fear because charging kickbacks was normal in the profession but it was not 
legal. If she became too successful in her business, jealous competitors could easily ruin 
her life by making reports to the authorities.  
Ziyan, an idealistic sophomore in sociology who always talked about making a 
difference in China, was nevertheless pessimistic about what a powerless citizen could do 
to make the society more just. Ziyan acknowledged that she could not make effective 
contributions unless she joined the government, because she believed that working from 
inside the political apparatus was the best way to launch social reforms in China. The 
problem was, she did not want to get involved in the Communist Party or the government 
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herself. Ziyan explained that she was worried about getting “assimilated” before she got 
promoted to any position powerful enough to engineer actual changes: “One needs to fit 
in when one is still junior in the government. One has no hope of moving upwards unless 
she is tactful with handling relationships, which inevitably involves going to lavish 
banquets and doing people favors.” Ziyan said that corrupted practices were exactly the 
ways through which one climbed up the bureaucratic ladder. Once she got there, she was 
not confident whether she could still remain righteous herself.  
Ziyan’s conviction about her own moral fragility became even stronger after she 
came back from a family trip to northeastern China over the winter break. Ziyan came 
from an intellectual family with a Communist background. Her parents used to have 
strong political connections in northeastern China before they were relocated to the 
southeast where Ziyan was born. She described her family trip to the northeastern city of 
Chengchun as “eye-opening” (大开眼界). Ziyan and her parents were hosted by her 
mother’s old friend from twenty years ago, who now held powerful position in the 
military. Chengchun was freezing cold the time when they visited, but she could hardly 
tell the temperature because they were so well taken care of. They enjoyed lavish 
banquets throughout their trip. There were two cars with drivers assigned to their 
disposal. She added: “our cars didn’t even have to obey traffic rules (because they 
belonged to high-ranking military officials).” Ziyan felt guilty about how much she had 
enjoyed the trip: “[This sort of special privileges] were the exact things that need to 
disappear from China. However, when I got to enjoy these privileges myself, I had to 
confess that I was having a very good time.” The trip showed Ziyan how easily she could 
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be corrupted. Not only was she disappointed in the society, she was also disappointed in 
herself for not being able to stick to her moral principles. Ziyan admitted that she was 
very confused about how she ought to relate to the larger society: “I am not a structuralist 
(结构主义者) [who dreams about revolutionizing social structure]. I am not an angry 
youth (愤青) [who complains about social injustice all the time]. I am not anything. I just 
feel that nothing matters anymore. Nothing can be changed anyway.” 
In their narratives, both Abby and Ziyan clearly expressed their desires to “do the 
right thing,” because of personal convictions in social justice and for fear of legal 
repercussions. At the same time, they were not confident that they could stay righteous in 
the adult world. Abby was conscious that the most plausible way to “stay true to 
[herself]” (对自己诚实) was to escape immoral industry altogether. Ziyan did not want 
to get involved in institutional politics because she was convinced that she would 
inevitably compromise her moral standards. The avoidance of immorality was a real and 
immediate factor to consider when both students thought about their future careers. They 
each shared a resigned recognition that there was little that they could do to change the 
social system. The society at large reproduced and operated on immoral practices, and it 
was very difficult for individuals to escape its baneful influence. College students could 
afford to be idealistically (self-) righteous only under the protection of the moral bubble 
of the university. It was a luxury that would no longer be practical as soon as graduates 
set foot in the “real society.”    
 
The University as a Moral Community 
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 Abby and Ziyan were not alone in imagining the university to be a moral 
sanctuary from the immoral society. I often came across conversations in which 
informants implied that college students were morally superior because of their level of 
education and their privileges of not having to think much about finance and survival. 
More importantly, the university allowed individuals to be moral. On university ground, 
students felt less suspicious about doing random acts of kindness. One reason was that 
the campus setting allowed information exchange about whom to and not to trust. 
Students warned each other of suspected scammers in the neighborhood on the university 
intranet. There were several occasions when students shared touching stories and photos 
about beggars whom students might come across on campus. When students deemed 
certain individuals truthful and in need of help, some would use the school forum to urge 
fellow students to be generous with spare change and words of encouragement if they 
happened to run into these struggling individuals. Students were not unwilling to give if 
these people in need were vouched for by members of the university community. The 
university provided a more secure environment for students to extend helping hands, 
because they imagined and expected that their peers were more than ready to support 
them in their charitable ventures. The university campus was rich in the warm “taste of 
humanly connections” (人情味) that set it apart from the cold and indifferent external 
world.  
One time I went on an off-campus volunteering day trip with a dozen students. 
Soon after we left campus, a teammate found that she did not have her cell phone with 
her anymore. She suspected that she had left it at the university canteen where we had 
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assembled. She was restless and agitated for the rest of the trip. She told me repeatedly 
that she had already considered the phone lost, because lost electronics in China were not 
generally recovered. Other students and I comforted her that the phone could still be 
waiting for her in the canteen. We were, however, not totally convinced about the 
likelihood ourselves.  
We were pleasantly surprised, therefore, when we came back from the trip five 
hours later and recovered the cell phone in the canteen. Someone had picked it up and 
gave it to a canteen worker for safekeeping. Everybody was very happy when the girl got 
her phone back. A student patted the girl on the back and said: “see, there are good 
people after all. Actually, since you have dropped your phone in the university, there was 
a good chance that you would get it back.” In retrospect, we realized that we should not 
have worried so much. While lost goods in the outside world were usually considered 
gone for good, the girl was lucky that she dropped her phone in the canteen because “the 
university was safe.” The canteen worker, who had overheard our conversation, seemed 
to think that we had overreacted too. She threw us a cold glance and said: “[honest 
passers-by turning lost electronics to service staff] is very normal [here in the 
university].” She sounded as if she was chiding us for not having faith in the honesty of 
the campus support network. As a proud member of the community, the canteen worker 
reacted immediately when we expressed doubts in the moral qualities of the university.  
The canteen worker’s displeasure could be analyzed within the cultural schema 
that associated the university with moral superiority. What made the university moral was 
not only the aggregation of moral individuals and behaviors. As discussed in previous 
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paragraphs, this alone was insufficient to improve China’s moral landscape because the 
source of immorality located outside of the individual. What truly made SCU a moral 
community was the presence of thick social ties and trust that bound the moral 
community together. The university was morally superior to the society at large not only 
because the exchange of information and peer support minimized the risks of behaving 
morally. More importantly, members of the university believed that they could afford to 
be moral because they trusted that the university was a moral environment. It was the 
imagination of a moral community that enabled and engendered moral behaviors. Real 
and imagined social ties were indispensable to the understanding of morality on SCU 
campus. I argue that betrayals and the severing of social relationships were especially 
frowned upon because they threatened to undermine the very foundation of trust that 
defined the moral characteristics of the university community.  
It is worth noting that the moral sanctuary of a university campus was far from 
being stable. Thefts of bicycles and laptop computers were not uncommon at SCU. 
Instead of displacing moral responsibilities to the university community, however, 
students often blamed outsiders for crimes and wrong-doings. Students often complained 
to me that the university campus was not as safe as a few years ago because there were 
increasing number of outsiders setting foot on campus, among whom included street 
vendors, tourists, salespeople, and also initial settlers in the area prior to the construction 
of the campus in early 2003.140 Informants cautioned that I should be vigilant about my 
                                                        
140 Security was one of the rationale to isolate the university campus from the outside world. More about 
the vision of geographical isolation is discussed in chapter two.  
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belongings because “there were a lot of outsiders coming in and out of campus 
nowadays.” The implication was that outsiders brought impurities and corruption that 
invaded the moral high ground held by university students and staff. Suspicion towards 
non-members showed that the moral identity of the campus community was still strong. 
However, students also acknowledged that the moral sanctuary was losing ground as it 
could not avoid the penetration of the immoral society at large.  
 
Defending the Moral Universe 
 Students were proud of the moral superiority of the university community. At the 
same time, they were conscious that “morality” was unrealistic, impractical, and fragile. 
Clashes with societal immorality would immediately expose the limits of the moral 
community as an idealistic and expensive construct dependent on the protection and 
maintenance of other not-so-moral institutions. An example was students’ conflict with 
the “Xinhuo Group,” the management company that ran the new shopping mall on 
campus. Initially, many students had welcomed the university’s decision to bring in an 
unaffiliated shopping mall to the student dormitory area. Students were excited about the 
ready availability of dining, shopping, and entertainment options just steps from their 
residence, and were willing to endure a few months of noise and disturbance during the 
construction of the building complex. It turned out that construction took much longer to 
complete than planned, and the opening of the shops took even longer. For more than a 
year, the construction site was not only an eyesore on campus, but it also brought about 
air and noise pollution.  
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 The real nightmare began after the official opening of the shopping mall in late 
2012. The mall brought in a large number of student and non-student visitors from other 
parts of town. SCU students gradually found the crowd disturbing, not only because they 
were forced to share the campus space, but also because the invasion of outsiders made 
the campus “messy” (杂). The worst were event contractors that held outdoor concerts 
and promotional functions in front of the mall. On Saturdays and Sundays, students found 
little escape from the loud music and announcements that blasted through their dormitory 
windows. Events usually lasted the entire afternoons and evenings, depriving students of 
the possibilities of napping and relaxing in their only days off school. Wenqiao, a 
member of the Student Union who told me the following conflict, said: “it was too much 
disturbance to bear.”  
Wenqiao told me, the Student Union filed multiple protests on behalf of the 
student population, but Xinhuo management had paid little attention to the complaints for 
weeks. It was immediately apparent that the management company did not want to talk to 
the students at all. They just kept ignoring the students’ requests and pushing them 
around. Xinhuo postponed meetings with student representatives time and again, often at 
the last minute. When the Student Union finally managed to meet with Xinhuo 
representatives, they found that the company had sent them staff of the lowest rank. 
These so-called “managers” were not given negotiating authority whatsoever, and all they 
could do throughout the meeting was to mumble about company policies and vague 
promises to “investigate.” While student representatives, all dressed up in formal attire to 
show respect, were diligently keeping minutes of the meeting, the Xinhuo representatives 
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did not even bother to feign that they cared. They told students that the space had already 
been contracted out to different companies for the next six months. It was not possible for 
them to revoke those business contracts now. They said they could inform the performing 
groups about the company’s policy on noise regulation, but it was beyond their control if 
the groups went beyond the limits.  
It was obvious that the managers did not mean to enforce these regulations on 
their money-paying customers. They gave the impression that they did not even want to 
be in this “negotiation.” Student representatives were furious. They felt that Xinhuo had 
treated the meeting an occasion of customer relations management, rather than 
considering it a collaborative effort to reach a solution for the problem. After the meeting, 
the Student Union realized that they were not able to solve the problem by themselves. 
They sought help from the university administration, who also got the government-
contracted land-use management company involved in the case. Both parties were the 
ones who brought in the shopping mall in the first place, probably because of financial 
incentives. Within a few days after their involvement, these “adults” were finally able to 
make Xinhuo committed to the responsibility of enforcing noise regulation on their 
premise.  
Wenqiao said that the Student Union should have long recognized that students 
had no bargaining power: “It was just the Student Union making a fuss in the beginning. 
Of course it didn’t work. We are just students. They couldn’t care less.” Wenqiao 
recognized that students were powerless when they encountered real life conflicts with 
commercial and political institutions in the real world. The Student Union did not get the 
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university authority involved earlier because had believed in respectful negotiations. 
What eventually helped the students to win the battle, however, was not that they had 
justice on their side, but the changes in power dynamics introduced by the third party. 
Xinhuo agreed to compromise not because the noise regulation was written in company 
policy, but because of its inferiority in relation to the university and regional management 
authorities, both had stronger political connections to the provincial government.  
Students had tried, but failed miserably, to resolve the conflict by talking things 
out in a rational conversation. From Xinhuo’s perspective, students’ idealism was 
probably an indication that these young people were spoiled, naïve, and unrealistic. Still 
too privileged to understand how the society actually worked, students only cling 
desperately to a useless and misguided sense of moral superiority because they had no 
real power otherwise. It was clear that they could not even defend their own peace if they 
did not had the protection of institutions that operated under the rules of the immoral 
society at large to bully the mall into “compromising.” 
 
The “Moral” University versus the “Immoral” Society 
 This chapter has outlined some characteristics of “morality” as understood by my 
student informants. “Morality” is interpreted within several contextual frameworks such 
as the availability of alternative options, individuals’ socio-economic status, and the 
perceived consequences on social trust. The analysis of the three vignettes shows that 
“morality” was invoked mostly in the context of perceived unfairness. While the 
expectation is that hard work and kindness should beget rightful returns, there is the 
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realistic recognition that fair rewards can never be certain in an unjust society. In 
situations where individuals were perceived to be victimized by the situation, practical 
calculations, instead of moral principles, become prioritized concerns even for moral 
individuals to decide what they should and should not do.  
The conflation of moral questions with practical calculations makes sense 
especially when one consider how “morality” was widely perceived to be costly and risky 
in China. Stubborn adherence to moral principles was sometimes considered naïve and 
foolish. There was a general sense of helplessness that individuals could not afford to be 
moral in a largely immoral society. Even though the university – being an imagined 
moral community supported by thick social ties and mutual trust – could offer a 
temporary sanctuary, the moral bubble was not powerful enough to withstand the 
invasion of societal immorality. Students had to step into the real world sooner or later, 
where they feared they would eventually be engulfed by the overwhelming temptations 
and pressures to assimilate.  
The popular perception of an immoral society has very much factored into 
students’ evaluations of whether it was wise and safe to take moral actions. Popular 
concerns about a moral vacuum in China might or might not be an accurate 
representation of the society, but they have very real effects on efforts to initiate changes. 
As students felt the moral world crumbling around them, minor incidences of moral 
breakdowns – such as cheating, lying, and minor rule breaking – did not raise severe 
concerns as long as they were not too disruptive to social relationships. As a result, many 
disoriented students gradually gave up using a rigid moral framework to make sense of 
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the social world and their rightful positions in such. There was little to cling onto other 
than the assurance that friends in the university could still be trusted, and that social 
relationships were the best investment one could make to survive the immoral society.  
 The university community in which students took pride claimed the moral high 
ground, and yet it was also fragile as soon as it came into conflict with the social world at 
large. Students were well-aware of both their privileges and vulnerability. Their moral 
universe did not exist in opposition to the immoral world, but as a parallel realm that 
offered only a temporary escape. Throughout this dissertation I have dissected why and 
how this moral bubble came to be constructed. In my conclusion, I will turn to examining 
the meaning and significance of its existence in spite of its fragility and instability.   
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CHAPTER NINE 
CONCLUSION: “WE ARE JUST WAITING AROUND” 
Da Jiangyou (打醬油): “to fetch soy sauce,” an expression used to refer to 
a marginalized position of irrelevance or the attitude of detachment and 
indifference. The slang expression was invented online in 2008 in 
response to a news clip, in which a journalist asked a passer-by to 
comment on a current event. The interviewee responded: “It is none of my 
motherf--king business. I am just on my way to fetch some soy sauce.” 
The expression “to fetch soy sauce” was quickly adopted in internet 
forums to refer to an indifferent observer who just happens to be around.  
 
 
Illustration 9.1. Waiting Around in Front of a Government Building.  
 
Consider the picture above. Four college students sit in front of the building 
complex of a township government in suburban Guangzhou. The entrance of the building 
is wide-open, but the students do not go in. Two are busy playing with their electronic 
tablets, and one is immersed in his own world of music. One is looking into space. One 
other student was not captured in this picture. He was wandering aimlessly around the 
building by himself. These university students had been sitting there for more than an 
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hour when I took this picture. It was a regular school day when they were supposed to be 
in class. Instead, they were idling around under the sun. They looked visibly bored, but 
they did not have anything better to do.  
I found this image curiously symbolic of the ambiguous role that university 
students played in Chinese politics. Sitting at the threshold, these students were neither 
inside nor outside of the government building. They occupied a peculiar public and 
political space in this picture, but they were all preoccupied by their own daydreaming, 
studying, and internet browsing. This image depicts the tensions that I have portrayed 
throughout the dissertation: Chinese students were engaged but indifferent, and 
politically aware but apathetic. They were bystanders at the margin.  
This concluding chapter, which will be structured around this image, highlights 
the important themes of political agency and moral responsibility that my dissertation 
addresses. The first part explores some common assumptions about youth and political 
participation that an out-of-context interpretation of this image may provoke. Examining 
the spatial configuration of this photograph, I will discuss how interactions and 
negotiations at the margins – between the political and the apolitical, and the public and 
the private – may raise methodological questions and inspire critical insights in the study 
of youth and political processes.  
The second part tackles the ethnographic questions about moral personhood and 
individualization in China. I will explain why these students in the picture had ended up 
in front of the government building in the first place, and how this back story is essential 
to render a more accurate portrayal of elite youth’s relationship with the Chinese state 
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and society. Students were often marginalized in China’s formal politics, but this does 
not mean that they were totally banished into the private world. Rather, the ambiguous 
space between the public and the private that student participants and extra-curricular 
activities occupied was exactly where young people’s struggles for political power and 
social changes took place. 
My dissertation as a whole examines youth as socio-political actors at the margin 
who creatively made use of this social space carved out by extra-curricular organizations 
to further their social idealism and self-cultivating projects. My data shows that moral 
potential was the most likely to be found in this parallel universe where communal trust, 
friendship, and youthful idealism could take the central stage in mediating social 
interactions. To accurately capture the significance of moral potential and political 
activities of these students, this dissertation has undertaken an analysis of political agency 
through unpacking forms and expressions of moral agency. The intersection of the moral 
and the political illuminates not only the present and future socio-political landscape in 
late-socialist China, but also shows how an analytical focus on morality may contribute to 
the conversations about youth political participation and civil society in general.  
 
The Marginality of Youth in Politics 
 The topics of “youth” and “civil society” are both well-trodden territories in 
anthropological scholarship, and yet these two fields of study seldom intersect. Scholars 
of “civil society” focus usually on voluntary associational life among “adults” who tend 
to have more leverage and resources for political contention, while most studies of youth 
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political participation look at whether and how young people are socialized into future 
political actors, rather than taking them seriously enough as “citizens of the present” 
(Skelton 2013). The social designation of “youth” implies a peculiar position between 
and betwixt life stages. The assumption is that “youth” would eventually progress into 
adulthood. Those being “stuck” (Sommers 2012) in the passage were either considered 
failed, dangerous, or rebellious members in the society (Comaroff and Comaroff 2005). 
The temporality and instability implied in the analytical category tend to discount any 
lasting impacts that “youth” can make. The ability to leave meaningful traces on the 
socio-political landscape was simultaneously an announcement of successful passage into 
adulthood. Those who managed to do so should not be considered “youth” anymore.  
 While my project is not about the definitional question of whether Chinese 
students should be considered “youth” or not, I think an analytical distinction between 
“youth” and “adults” is still worth making. This is because the precariousness and 
marginality associated with the identity label of “youth” puts this population into a 
special position in the community.141 On the Chinese campus, for example, the popular 
impression that youth activism was inconsequential gave student organizations more 
latitude from the supervising authority to launch their social experiments. Youthful 
ignorance was often used to excuse mistakes. Youthful passion was a legitimate 
explanation for distraction from academic responsibilities. As I showed throughout my 
dissertation, students often claimed the moral high ground because they were “young” 
                                                        
141 Victor Turner’s The Ritual Process (1995 [1969]) is an anthropological classic that depicts the social 
dynamics in the between and betwixt zone of “liminality.”   
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and “idealistic.” They would not have been able to imagine the moral community that I 
have depicted if they did not share this sense of moral pride and mutual trust that 
coincided with their designation as ‘youth’ and as ‘students’. My investigation shows that 
youthful activities can be socially and politically productive in their own right. Not only 
were my student informants learning to become responsible citizens, they also constantly 
performed their social responsibilities and their political subjectivities when they were 
still studying at the university.  
 A cross-field conversation that brings together the strengths and sensitivities in 
both studies of youth and civil society could make valuable contributions to the 
contextual understandings of socio-political changes. To capture these dynamics 
efficiently, however, requires our re-conceptualizing the subjects of analysis. What is 
worthy of study are not only empirical changes that youth achieve in the broader socio-
political institutions, but also the youth’s potential to realize such changes. A loosening 
up of the definition of the “political” will also be helpful. Besides acknowledging formal 
and visible types of political activism - such as collective movements, voting, and civil 
communication with state bureaucracy – I also encompass the less obviously proactive 
negotiation for freedom and control in non-political situations in everyday life, 
sometimes through seemingly passive strategies including compromises, feigned 
compliances, withdrawals, and conflict avoidance. Youthful activities should not be 
evaluated just in relation to immediate structural changes. Delineating students’ 
understanding of what constitutes the “moral” and the “political,” as well as their 
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motivations and experiences in collective actions, are equally illuminating for accessing 
and predicting the development of democratization and civil society. 
Anthropologists working with the youth population have become more vigilant 
about these alternative dynamics of moral and political potential. Over the last decade, 
many excellent analyses have been produced to unpack counter-intuitive forms of 
cultural and political practices which indicate and enable informal avenues to civic 
participation. For example, Alexis Yurchak’s ethnography on Russian youth gives a 
brilliant example of how youth cultural icons and symbolic behaviors carry and 
reproduce political messages that were not necessarily consciously embodied in them 
(2006). Craig Jeffrey’s ethnography portrays how Indian youth remade waiting and 
leisurely play into counter-intuitive forms of cultural and political practices (2010). 
Jessica Greenberg explains how disappointment and pragmatism have inspired new 
notions of citizenship in post-socialist Serbia (2014). Apathy among poor Botswana 
youth, as Deborah Durham describes, helped to redefine the meaning of political 
obligations from empty talk about empowerment to forging connections among people 
and social actors (2008). In late socialist China where the regime remained suspicious of 
open forms of political activities, college students on the margin of formal politics could 
be equally significant in reshaping the country’s socio-political culture.  
 
Student Organizations and Politics at the Margin 
 
 Throughout my dissertation, I showed that young people were stuck in the margin 
of formal politics, which was actually the realm in which their understanding of the 
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political was actively redefined. Being “political” was not so much about taking obvious 
political stances for or against a particular political agenda or institution. Rather, it was 
about using bureaucratic procedures while working and negotiating with institutional 
authorities who were still very much in control. At the same time, young people I worked 
with had developed a wide array of strategies to protect their own moral universe that 
coexisted in parallel with the public world of formal politics. This moral universe 
constituted with youthful idealism was not always organized and stable, but it supported a 
moral community from which resourceful youth could draw the energy to navigate and 
exploit cracks in the realm of institutional politics. This moral world supported students’ 
continued attempts to act ethically and be autonomous despite the oppressive political 
structure of the adult world.  
 Student organizations offered a semi-autonomous space for these experiments. 
The forms and dynamics of social engagement therein gave rise to a particular 
understanding of political subjectivity and responsible citizenship among Chinese 
students. They offered the collegial space and support to reinterpret moral responsibilities 
and civic engagement in moral and personal terms. In the process, participants developed 
moral reflections and evaluative sensibilities, which according to some anthropologists of 
morality, were essential steps to the cultivation of ethical selfhood (Laidlaw 2014, 
Lambek 2010, Zigon 2011).  
 
Political Pawn or Dissident: A Slippery Dichotomy 
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Even though analyses of political actors on the margin constitute a valuable mode 
for examining potential for social change, marginality tends to be uncomfortable from 
both the etic and emic standpoints. For example, that time when my student friends and I 
spent the whole afternoon idling around epitomizes young people’s precarious 
relationship with the political. When I came across the photo-worthy moment shown 
above, nevertheless, I immediately became self-aware of my tendency to muse about the 
possibility of “passive resistance.” Youth activities in an officially sanctioned space often 
invite speculations about political resistance. It was often easier to see youth as either 
pawns of the state or as rebellious dissidents – than to see them as both or neither. Taking 
seriously the political productivity at the margin required the proper tackling of the 
complexities and messiness in everyday life. 
These assumptions reflect the dominating paradigm of symbolic interpretation in 
the study of youth and subculture since the 1960s. Under the influence of the 
Birmingham School, anthropologists of youth have been especially sensitive about 
symbolic manifestations of creative resistance in fashion, lifestyle, language, and 
behaviors.142 A safety pin on the collar or an angry graffiti might carry important political 
message. Feigning passivity and compliance could be interpreted as just as politically 
                                                        
142 The analytical approach to read resistance out of everyday behaviors, most notably developed by the 
Birmingham University in post-war Britain, dominated decades of youth studies. An emphasis on 
resistance and symbolic interpretation remained an influential paradigm for studying youth subcultures 
until its gradual decline in the 1990s. Scholars important to this school of thoughts include Dick Hebdige, 
Stuart Hall and Paul Willis. For seminal work produced by the Birmingham School, see S. Hall and T. 
Jefferson, eds. Resistance Through Rituals: Youth Subcultures in Post-War Britain (1993 [1975]).  
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abrasive as an outright demonstrations.143 While I tried to stay vigilant about the 
complexities and contradictions in social phenomena throughout my fieldwork, I found 
little escape from an (anthropological) instinct to box cultural texts and acts as either 
“political” and “apolitical.” More often than not, I jumped into decoding subaltern 
messages according to this dichotomy.  
In fact, I was not the only one reading political messages in this way. In the 
afternoon when I took the photo, my informants themselves shared the assumption that 
their sitting in front of a building that was highly symbolic might invite speculations 
about political resistance. One student made a casual comment: “it is funny how we are 
sitting in front of a government building like this. Do we look like angry petitioners who 
have come to file complaints to the government (上访)?” Everybody laughed. The 
government building was an odd place for young people to idle around. I felt mildly 
relieved that I was not being overly sensitive about the out-of-place-ness.  
Very few people passed by the area in that quiet afternoon. Not long after the 
student made the comment about our resemblance to angry petitioners, however, one 
passer-by was curious enough to ask what we were doing there. He was probably a 
government employee who had come back from his lunch break. Upon his entry into the 
building complex, the man threw a long suspicious glance at us. Without a better 
explanation, a student said apologetically, “we are just waiting around.” He continued to 
stare at us as he strode into the building. He murmured as he entered: “you guys should 
                                                        
143 The resistance framework is also popular among political anthropologists, James Scott among the most-
cited, who have urged fellow scholars not to overlook “weapons of the weak” employed by the 
disenfranchised against dominating political power (1987).  
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not be sitting here like this. This does not look good.” We waited for him to walk away 
before we exchanged meaningful grins: the man, too, had noticed the oddity of us “just 
waiting around.” He became immediately anxious about the political message that youth 
idling could send out.  
Given our obvious boredom and the fact that he took no actual measure to expel 
us from the steps, the man most likely regarded petitioning to be an unlikely story. These 
young people did not seem to be interested in any subversive plotting, or for that matter, 
in anything outside their tablets, listening to music, or simply staring at nothing in 
particular. Waiting youth might be an eyesore, but they were not threatening enough to 
cause problems. Whether or not the official had any real worries about out active or 
passive resistance, nevertheless, his comment showed that he still felt the urge to tell the 
students how should conduct and present themselves when they occupied a peculiar 
spatial position in relation to governmental power. With or without actual intention to 
political subversion, students’ unintentional formation at the doorstep became 
immediately impregnated with political significance.  
The problem that this brief exchange revealed was the inadequacy of existing 
interpretive frames to conceptualize private activities in the public sphere. Our current 
analytical lens encourages binary thinking as much as the spatial configurations in my 
ethnographic case do. Because of a lack of an encompassing vocabulary in both the 
analytical and everyday languages to capture the in-between-ambiguities, young people 
easily became categorized as being either passive victims or opponents of the state. It is 
much more difficult to capture the potential the youth have for future (in)actions and 
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manifestations of alternate civilities. This interpretive inadequacy to take into account the 
indexical and fractal nature of the public/ private distinction sometimes impedes 
scholarships in the social sciences (Gal 2002 and 2005). In contemporary China, it may 
have contributed to reinforcing public and intellectual impressions about the rise of 
selfish individualism among Chinese youth, and subsequently, an impending moral crisis 
in Chinese societies – an ethnographic discussion that I will revisit at the end of this 
chapter.   
In a way, the slang expression of “fetching soy sauce” became immediately viral 
because it filled this linguistic gap that we needed to describe the complexity of social 
life in China. The image captured a commonplace experience of “there but not there” that 
earlier vocabulary could not describe. The popularity of “fetching soy sauce” and the bei 
passive construction may suggest that the need for conceptualizing individuals’ 
ambivalent relationships with the Chinese state and public had become increasingly valid 
as more passive actors were being reluctantly dragged into social situations. It was 
difficult to totally stay away from politics in China.  
 
“Soy Sauce Fetchers” and Their Political Agency 
During the course of my fieldwork, many student informants apparently found the 
phase “fetching soy sauce” ingenious enough to adapt into their vocabulary. In many 
organization events, student helpers would claim that they attended the event “just to 
fetch soy sauce.” Few would acknowledge that they had played a significant role in 
organizing. Most of them were indeed not doing much beyond helping here and there. 
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Student helpers perhaps used the expression “fetching soy sauce” to convey their sense of 
passivity and acquiescence to the supervising student leaders who had asked them to 
attend the event. It could also be a statement that expressed their disappointment in being 
assigned to perform boring responsibilities that they did not sign up for when they 
enrolled initially. Many student helpers felt they were just there to “fetch soy sauce,” 
because they did not see how their humble acts could result in any major impact or 
contribution.  
As opposed to the soy sauce fetcher in the initial story who was reluctantly 
dragged into the camera frame and put under the spotlight, participants in student 
organizations were in fact very eager and ready to get involved. They became “soy sauce 
fetchers” only because there were limited opportunities for them to act in meaningful 
ways or to exercise judgment and creativity. Rather, organizational activities demanded 
unquestioning obedience from junior officers. Participants were encouraged to do what 
was required of them, however trivial, focus on the here and now, in hopes of being given 
the opportunity for more worthwhile responsibilities and conscious-transforming 
enlightenment. Student leaders tried their best to fulfill these promises, but no one could 
guarantee that student organizations were really a viable way out of the “watery.” Even 
students who managed to climb up to the top of the organizational pyramid were still 
subjected to the whimsical wills of the university authority. Most students enrolled with 
the idealism to make contributions, but many were disillusioned as the institutional setup 
and structural operation quickly turned them into passive bystanders merely fetching soy 
sauce.  
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Structural impediments to involvement, I argue, were a major reason behind the 
invisibility of youth in the public sphere and formal politics. In the midst of rising anxiety 
about individualization and atomization in the Chinese society, observers often ignored 
the many barriers that socio-political institutions had erected that impeded public 
expressions of moral potential and civic consciousness. Young people were drawn away 
from the public not because they had become selfish and individualistic, but because they 
had found little room in the public sphere that could accommodate them or their hopes. 
Many Chinese students whom I got to know over my fieldwork tried to act and make a 
difference, but their efforts almost always resulted in disappointment.  
 The rejection of formal politics was indeed the reason why students in the photo 
were idling in front of a government building. Here is when the ethnographic approach is 
useful: extended engagement in social situations and nuanced attention to contextual 
details allows ethnographers to look beyond dichotomies and simplifications to address 
why exactly these young people were waiting around on the political threshold in the first 
place. In so doing, this vignette concretely illustrates the complex realities of Chinese 
elite youth culture. 
 
“We are just waiting around.” 
The picture above was taken on a chilly weekday afternoon in December. Our 
morning started early, when six students and I met up at seven in the morning at a 
subway station to start our excursion out of the city. An alumnus of SCU and the student 
organization Progressive Students United (PSU), who ran a new consulting start-up for 
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non-profits, invited current students from his Alma Mater to help out in a research project 
that evaluated a governmental plan to establish a community service center in a small 
suburban town. Commissioned and funded by the township government, the project 
aimed to investigate the needs of the local communities through surveys and interviews.  
In his recruitment for student volunteers, the alumnus and his NGO promised an all-paid-
for-overnight-trip to work in a professional developmental project, hands-on experience 
in interview and survey administration, and opportunities to interact with local 
government officials.  
Spirits were high during the three-hour commute to the suburban town. The 
opportunity was attractive to PSU members, who were mainly motivated students in 
anthropology, sociology, and social work with particular interests in public 
administration. In spite of the upcoming final exams and end-of-semester-assignments, 
several students snatched up the offer immediately. Most of these six students planned to 
skip more than eight hours of class to participate in this project. They told me that the 
opportunity to participate in a professional research study was rare. All of them expected 
to learn about social research and community organizations. They looked forward to 
seeing how surveys were done in the professional world of non-profits, and to learning 
more about the lives and struggles of the underprivileged workers and families whom we 
were to interview.   
We finally got to the site at around ten in the morning. Led by the young alumnus, 
we were taken to a glamorous government building complex that stood alone in a quiet 
uptown area. The more prosperous town center was reserved for building a modern 
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shopping complex. The local officer-in-charge greeted us warmly. He thanked us for our 
upcoming assistance in their work on community development. After some brief 
exchange of pleasantries, he informed us that our two-day-investigation had to be cut 
short to one because our visit had a conflict with the town’s winter solstice celebration. 
We were slightly disappointed, but still assured him that we would try to make our short 
stay in town as productive as possible. The officer introduced us to our driver for the day 
before disappearing again into his office.   
It did not take us long to realize that our brief time in town was going to be far 
from productive. We spent most of the seven hours in town waiting around. After a brief 
forty-five-minute-visit to a local commune to deliver and collect some surveys, we took a 
long lunch break for two and a half hours. When we reconvened at the government 
building at three in the afternoon, we were told that our assigned vehicle had to be 
swapped for a smaller one, which could take only four people. The alumnus leader ended 
up taking only one senior student and his two graduate helpers to the afternoon visits to 
schools and factories. The other five students and I were instructed to wait at the building 
complex until they returned, when we would catch the evening bus home together.  
I could tell that the students were very disappointed. They skipped the whole day 
of class hoping to learn and to help, but they ended up being treated like disposable labor 
whose offer to contribute was accepted and then rejected just because of logistic 
complications. A student offered to take a cab or to walk to the field sites. The alumni 
leader apologetically declined the offer, and politely explained that splitting and then 
meeting up again would create more logistics and communication issues than the effort 
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was worth. He was more concerned about getting the project done rather than delivering 
his promise of an educational trip to the students. Even I felt deflated about the 
opportunity cost involved in this long and rather meaningless trip. Six hours of 
commuting time did not quite justify the only forty-five minutes in the morning when we 
were actually given an assignment that we now could not complete.  
Five students and I were literally abandoned at the doorsteps of the government 
building as we watched the car drove away. Students had been excited at the prospect of 
helping in a community development project, but the civil group in the “adult’s world” 
had left them behind in favor of other practical concerns. They were hoping for 
interactions with government officials, but bureaucrats were too busy to talk to these 
young visitors. No one seemed to be taking the enthusiasm and eagerness of these young 
people seriously. Feeling bad about lingering in the offices where government employees 
were busy working, the six of us decided to wait at the doorsteps in front of the building 
where we could enjoy some sunlight in the winter. We were left waiting there for an hour 
and a half.   
This back story shed new light on how idling youth in front of the government 
building could be interpreted. My student informants had traveled a long distance and 
invested much time hoping to contribute, but their offer to help was treated with 
indifference. The government had left the front door wide open for any willing 
volunteers, but it was in fact not ready at all to allow young people into the building. The 
state was supposedly invested in promoting youth volunteerism and social 
responsibilities, but it had also instituted mechanisms to make sure that these activities 
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would not cause any fundamental challenges to dysfunctional socio-political structures 
that had caused much problem in the first place. The showy but insincere efforts of the 
Chinese state and society to engage young people ended in excluding them from formal 
politics. 
Nevertheless, none of the students expressed any outright resentment. When I 
asked them how they felt about the research trip afterwards, none of them complained 
about the time wasted. A student simply shrugged: “These things always happen. There is 
nothing that we can do about it.” The workings of the system were understood to be 
purely mechanical, beyond human interventions. It was futile to argue with the “adults” 
about how unfair they had been treated. They were too weak to change anything. That 
afternoon, students retreated to assuming indifference and the threshold. Some students 
took out their textbooks to read, while some played with their phone or tablets. They 
were well-prepared for the possibility of having to wait around, and they were ready to 
make use of their time in productive ways even though they could not achieve what they 
were here to do.  
I do not know whether these students would participate again if a similar 
opportunity arises in the future. They had been made to “fetch soy sauce,” but they 
demonstrated incredible patience and civility even though they were disappointed. They 
were even accused of idling and misconduct, while in fact they were the victims who had 
been rejected from the public sphere. They were not able to participate in meaningful 
ways because the existing socio-political structure failed to give them room to do so.  
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Student organizations were somewhat like this day trip. Student participants had 
set high hopes on them for being the highlight of their education. There were some 
pleasant surprises but more often occasions for disappointment. It was, nevertheless, a 
life lesson that would enrich students’ university experience. These activities took 
students out of the university and showed them glimpses of how the adult’s world 
functioned beyond the campus. The students’ temporary transcendence of the boundaries 
provoked reflections about their own moral places in the society while also distancing 
them from an adult world that was heedless of their ambitions and hopes. At the end of 
the day, the students were transported back to the protected realm of the university 
community, where they could enjoy their privileged isolation before finally they had to 
leave it behind for more moral challenges and confusions in the society at large.  
 
Individualization and Its Ambiguities 
One of the earliest and most-cited scholars in the debate about morality and 
individualization in contemporary China was Yunxiang Yan, who in 2003 wrote about 
the rise of “immoral individualism” among Chinese youth. He argues that the particular 
form of individualism in contemporary China was inherently “egoistic,” “incomplete,” 
and “unbalanced” because of its Maoist history. According to Yan, for more than two 
decades Maoist socialism had discredited family values and paternal authority in order to 
install the state as the substitute center for allegiance. The project was never completed, 
and as a result the society was left with a moral vacuum in which individual rights were 
not understood in relation to accompanying obligations and responsibilities. Subsequent 
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publications of his and many other scholars depicted situations in which self-centered 
individuals had little regard to collective well-being. From this perspective, heightened 
awareness about personal rights, coupled with the failure of social and political 
institutions to enforce moral sanctions, caused the disintegration of traditional social 
relationships and a dwindling state of morality in the Chinese society.  
  In subsequent elaborations and revisions of his depiction about the rise of 
immoral individualism in China, Yunxiang Yan argues that changes in China should be 
more appropriately characterized as “individualization” rather than “individualism,” 
because China lacks the foundational prerequisites of political liberation for the latter to 
flourish. Describing the peculiar expression of what he terms to be “striving 
individualism” in China, Yan writes:  
The individual is driven by the urge to succeed or the fear of failure or the 
combination of both; in order to succeed or avoid losing out, the 
individual must be industrious, self-discipline, calculating and pragmatic. 
Yet, because of the entanglement of different value systems and the 
Chinese political regime, to a great extent the striving individual is 
confined to the sphere of private life and to economic activities in the 
public sphere; success is mainly defined in materialistic terms. Individual 
autonomy and freedom, which constitute the key to ethics, have not been 
developed much beyond the pursuit of personal interests in the market 
competition. The striving individual has increasingly become apolitical 
and devoid of civic obligation (Yan 2003).  
 
 In this analysis, Yan chooses to focus primarily on examining processes of 
individualization in the spheres of private life and economic activities, where he posits 
most of the subsequent changes to be found. Yan points out that “the shift from a 
collective ethics of duties and self-sacrifice to a more individual ethics of rights and self-
development [was] radically changing China’s moral landscape” (2013:287), but 
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refrained from evaluating whether such turn was “moral” as he previously did in his 
controversial thesis that engendered  much debate a decade earlier. Besides suggesting 
that striving individuals’ retreat into the private sphere, he does not directly address the 
changing dynamics in the public and political arenas. In other words, his later work 
describes and explains the shifting locale of moral activities, but makes few comments 
about how frequent or likely these activities take place in the public.  
 My dissertation differs from Yan’s work in the sense that I am more interested in 
examining the ambiguous boundary between the public and the private. While Yan 
depicts why and how individualizing young Chinese chose to desert the public sphere for 
self-cultivation and self-realization in the private, my findings show that a dichotomous 
understanding of the “public” and the “private” is inadequate to capture accurately the 
interactions in the Chinese societies. The authoritarian Party-state has indeed left little 
room for a “civil society” or any third realm between the state and the family to exist, but 
tight political control did not mean that agentive citizens have given up their negotiations 
for more freedom beyond the private sphere of family and friends.144 Retreating from the 
public should not automatically translate into becoming “apolitical and devoid of civic 
obligations” (Yan 2013:283 c.f. Yan 2003). My student informants were still eager to 
make meaningful social contributions in spite of political surveillance. Individualization 
has transformed not only the moral landscapes in the private and the economic spheres, 
                                                        
144 While literature that examines the dynamics of the “third realm” between the family and the state are 
sometimes classified under the umbrella term of “civil society,” I refrain from applying the concept of 
“civil society” to describe the case in China. Whether the cultural and historical implications associated 
with “civil society” are applicable in China is debatable, but the absence of a coherent theoretical construct 
to describe the situation does not negate the presence of social activities that belong neither to the “public” 
sphere nor the “private” sphere.  
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but it also challenges the ways in which young people engaged and participated in the 
“public” socio-political sphere.  
Yan makes a differentiation between the “public” and the “private” based on how 
“political” or “apolitical” they are. The reality, however, is much more ambiguous and 
complicated.145 There exists a grey zone of moral sociability and civic associability that 
does not fit comfortably in either sphere. The boundary between the public and the 
private is much less stable and clear cut than Yan has depicted. It should be more 
carefully examined as a productive site where different (and at-times contradicting) 
notions of morality come to be contested, negotiated, and mediated.   
Young people I worked with made incessant efforts to expand the emergent space 
between the public and private and to discover what they can do within that space to 
make meaningful social contributions. They strived to do things their own way but found 
little escape from institutional control and the totalitarian gaze of the Party-state. Rather 
than planning for complete avoidance of the political, many students chose to learn how 
to negotiate for rights and resources with the state machine. In the process, they 
reinterpreted their participation in the state agenda as a personal initiative to make moral 
changes in the Chinese society. In these examples, students did not relinquish their social 
                                                        
145 Other recent efforts to examine the tension between individualizing and collectivist impulses in the 
Chinese society, too, seem to find little escape from the political that always looms large in people’s 
imaginations and experiences. The theoretical constructs that many anthropologists propose – including 
Vanessa Fong’s “filial nationalism” (2004), Mette Halskov Hansen’s “authoritarian individualization” 
(2015), Lisa Hoffman’s “patriotic professionalism” (2012), and the depictions of “neoliberal governance” 
by Lisa Rofel (2007) and Li Zhang and Aihwa Ong (2008) – recognize the role of the political state in 
either purposefully managing or intentionally reshaping Chinese citizens’ understanding of “individualism” 
and social responsibilities.  
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responsibilities, but actively reinvented an alternative moral community where they could 
experiment to reconcile their individual aspirations with their social ideals.  
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APPENDIX A 
LIST OF ORGANIZATIONS SAMPLED 
Association of Student Organizations (ASO) is the nominal governing organ of all 
registered student groups at SCU. The entirely student-run group works closely 
with university administrators and the CCP Youth League to supervise, promote, 
and co-ordinate organizational activities on campus.  
 
Care for AIDS Alliance organizes weekly visits to a hospital ward that treats patients 
with HIV/AIDS. The group also organizes awareness campaigns about safe sex 
and prevention of sexually-transmitted diseases. During my year-long 
participant-observation, the group never discussed topics concerning sexuality 
and LGBT rights.  
 
Environmental Protection Group works to promote awareness about environmental 
protection. The group was a rather active organization. During my year of 
involvement, officers organized outings, photo exhibitions, field trips to 
landfills, survey study about energy consumption, and extra-curricular activities 
for primary school children in local schools. Most officers were students from 
the School of Environmental Sciences. 
 
Foreign Language Association (FLA) organizes language classes and cultural 
exchanges activities, mainly in English and in Japanese. The group’s signature 
event is called the “English corner.” In these two-hour-bi-weekly meetings, 
officers arrange games and activities to help members and non-members 
practice their oral English and learn English words.  
 
Hike for Love (HFL) raises and administers need-based and merit-based scholarship 
money for children in rural China. The major responsibilities of student officers 
were to organize fundraising campaigns and to manage the scholarships. The 
group arranges research teams to conduct site visits every summer to identify 
children in need and to maintain local contacts.  
 
Magic Club arranges bi-weekly interest classes that teaches participants magic tricks. 
Members occasionally perform in university events and talent shows. The group 
hosts a “Magic Night” every year.  
 
Progressive Students United (PSU) aims to promote intellectual discussions on campus, 
and encourage students’ critical thinking and active reflections about social 
affairs and political issues. The group hosts book clubs, discussion groups, and 
an irregular speaker series. University administrators were rather suspicious of 
the group for its allegedly progressive and liberal orientation.  
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Red Cross (SCU chapter) is responsible for promoting and coordinating blood drives on 
campus. They occasionally host photo exhibitions and roadshow events to 
promote the merits of blood donation.  
  
Sprout Education Initiative is an inter-university association that organizes volunteer 
trips to run summer camps and tutorial classes for middle school children in 
rural China.  
 
  Student Alliance for International Exchange is the SCU chapter of an international 
youth organization that aims to promote international exchanges. It works to 
match SCU students with exchange and internship opportunities abroad. The 
group tried but failed to register on SCU campus because university 
administrators were suspicious of its “foreign connections.”   
 
Student Union is the nominal student government on-campus. Its official function is to 
facilitate the communication between the student body and university 
administrators. The group works closely with university administrator and the 
ASO to coordinate student activities and mediate conflicts on campus.  
 
Tennis Club arranges tennis classes of different levels. Classes take place three to four 
days every week. Like many other sports groups, the Tennis Club was an 
example of student organizations in which many students would participate as 
members (as opposed to officers). One reason is that some academic 
departments award extra credits to students who can show proofs of regular 
participation in bodily exercises. The group is also responsible for organizing 
two tennis tournaments on campus every year.   
 
University Chorus meets two to three times a week. Attendance is mandatory for all 
members. The university pays the conductor, who is a recent graduate of SCU, a 
small stipend. The University Chorus hosts two concerts every year. It performs 
in some school events, and sometimes represents SCU in inter-university 
competitions.  
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APPENDIX B 
SURVEY INFORMATION 
SCU has a total undergraduate population of approximately 15,000 students. In March 
and April 2012, I approached student representatives from all the homeroom groups of 
freshman and junior standing on two of SCU’s four campuses. I collected 1,499 valid 
responses.  
 
Demographic Information of Survey Participants 
Here is selected demographic information that I collected from the survey research. All 
data reported below has under 5% of missing values (unless otherwise stated). Because 
only 5% of responses has a missing value, I will treat the missing values as random and 
exclude those responses. 
 
Sample size: 1,499 
Class standing of participants 
- Freshmen: 63.7% (955) 
- Juniors: 36.3% (544) 
 
Gender: 
- Female: 58.5% (867) 
- Male: 41.5% (615) 
 
Age at the time of survey:  
- 18 or below: 3.7% (55) 
- 19: 25.9% (384) 
- 20: 30.8% (457) 
- 21: 15.4% (228) 
- 22: 21.3% (317) 
- 23 or above: 3% (44) 
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Affiliation with the Chinese Communist Party: 
- CCP Members: 7.1% (104) 
- CCP preparatory member (membership application in progress): 11.5% (169) 
- Members of the Communist Youth League: 75% (1,099) 
- Non-affiliates 6.3% (93) 
 
Academic Major: 
- Anthropology and Sociology: 11.7% (176) 
- Government and Public Administration: 10.3% (154) 
- Mathematics and Computer Science: 7.1% (107) 
- Information Technology: 4.1% (62) 
- Engineering: 11.6% (174) 
- Environmental Science: 16.9% (253) 
- Pharmacy: 6.5% (97) 
- Journalism and Design: 8.9% (133) 
- Law: 4.5% (68) 
- Public Health: 4.6% (69) 
- Nursing: 58 (3.9%) 
- Business Management: 9.9% (148) 
 
Household registration: 
- Urban: 69.5% (1,004) 
- Rural: 30.5% (440) 
 
Percentage of out-of-province students: 
- Students from Guangdong province: 52.1% (772) 
- Students from outside of Guangdong:47.9% (710) 
 
Number of siblings: 
- Zero: 47.8% (710) 
- One: 29.7% (442) 
- Two: 14.2% (211) 
- Three: 4.8% (71) 
- Four: 2.7% (40) 
- Five and six: 0.8% (12) 
 
Family income per month (in RMB yuan, 1 USD is of approximate equivalence to 6.5 
yuan at the time of research):  
- Under 1,000 yuan: 8.3% (119) 
- 1,001-3,000: 24.9% (356) 
- 3,001-5,000: 25.4% (362) 
- 5,001-8,000: 16.5% (236) 
- 8,001-10,000: 10.4% (149) 
- 10,001-25,000: 10% (143) 
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- 25,001-50,000: 2.8% (40) 
- 50,001 yuan and above: 1,3% (19) 
 
Personal Allowance (financial support from family) per month (in RMB yuan):146 
- 0 yuan: 2.8% (39) 
- 1-300: 3.4% (47) 
- 301-500: 11% (152) 
- 501-1,000: 58% (799) 
- 1,001-1,500: 17.1% (236) 
- 1,501-2,000: 6.1% (84) 
- 2,001 yuan and above: 1.5% (21) 
 
Personal Expenditure per month (in RMB yuan) 
- Under 300 yuan: 1.8% (26) 
- 301-500: 13.1% (187) 
- 501-1,000: 65.9% (939) 
- 1,001-1,500: 13.3% (189) 
- 1,501-2,000: 4.8% (68) 
- 2,001 yuan and above: 1.1% (15) 
 
 
 
  
                                                        
146 There are 121 missing values for this question, accounting for 8% of the sample size.  
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Survey form used  
I designed the following survey in February 2012 and had it disseminated in March and 
April 2012. The survey was conducted in Chinese. Here is an English translation of the 
survey form I used. While I have enlisted two graduate assistants to help with data entry, 
I am personally responsible for the design, implementation, translation, and data analysis 
of the survey research.  
 
Survey on University Experience 
 
Thank you for taking the time to respond to this survey study on “morality and 
civic consciousness among college students.” Chun-Yi Sum (Ph.D. Candidate, 
Department of Anthropology at Boston University) is in charge of this survey. The 
information collected will be used towards the composition of Chun-Yi Sum’s doctoral 
dissertation and other academic publications. Compiled results may be shared in 
academic conferences, or be published in academic journals and/or books. Statistical 
summaries of the results may be shared with interested departments at SCU.   
 
The purpose of this survey research is to understand your extra-curricular 
activities participation and routines. You are invited to participate in this study because 
you are an undergraduate student at SCU. This survey research hopes to yield 1,200 
responses.    
 
This survey research complies with the regulations of the Institutional Review 
Board for Human Subjects Research at Boston University. Chun-Yi Sum and her 
research assistants promise to protect your confidentiality. The data would not be used for 
purposes not stated in the previous paragraph. The researcher and her research assistants 
would not give any identifiable personal information to the third party (including teachers 
and students at SCU). Hardcopies of the surveys will be destroyed after the data has been 
recorded electronically, or before December 2013, whichever comes first.   
 
If you have any question or concern about the ethical code and the terms of 
confidentiality, please do not hesitate to consult the supervising research assistants.  You 
can also reach Chun-Yi Sum at 137-1010-3766 or cys@bu.edu.  She would be happy to 
provide you with the contact information of Boston University’s Institutional Review 
Board.  Thank you very much for participating in this research study.  
________________________________________________________________________ 
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This questionnaire consists of 5 parts (A to E) and 7 pages.  It takes approximately 20 
minutes to finish.  Please answer all questions.  Unless otherwise stated, only one answer 
is allowed for each question.  Please check before the option, or circle your answer.   
 
A. Basic Information 
 
1. Academic Major： ________________    2.  Academic class： ____________ 
 
3. Year of Birth: _________________             4. Gender: __________________          
5.  Hometown：________ Prefecture_____ Town/ village   
 
6.  Household Registration：  Urban   /   Rural 
 
7. Are you members of the Communist Party/ Communist youth league?       
8. Do you plan to join the Chinese Communist Party? 
9. Do you have brothers or sisters?  Yes / No 
 
(If yes, please specify number: ___ older brother, __older sister, __younger  
brother, ___ younger sister) 
10. a)  Father’s Occupation： __________   b)Mother’s occupation：__________ 
 
11. a)  Father’s level of education: ______________________  
      b) Mother’s level of education: ______________________  
 
12. Do you have a part-time job?  Yes / No  
Please specify the type of work, working hours per month, and income per month: 
____________________________________________________ 
 
13. Have you done any internship?  Yes / No  
Please specify the type of organization, job title, duration of internship, and 
income per month: _____________________________________________ 
14. Approximate Family income per month:   
  ___  0 yuan         ___ 1-1,000 yuan        ___  1,001-3,000 yuan 
        ___  3,001- 5,000 yuan        ___  5001- 8,000 yuan         ___ 8,001- 10,000 yuan     
  ___ 10,001-25,000 yuan      ___  25,001–50,000 yuan      ___  50,001 yuan or above 
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15a. How much do your parents give you for allowance? ________________ yuan 
 
    b. As a student, you think the allowance that your parents pay you is:  
 ___  too much        ___  just right      ___  too little      
 
16. How much do you spend each month? ___________ yuan 
17.    Do you have to stress about your finance？    Yes   /  No 
 
B. Student Organizations and Extra-Curricular Activities 
 
1. List all responsibilities that you held and all (on- and off- campus) student 
organizations in which you have participated in the academic year of 2011-12 
(including those you have never shown up for): 
Organization Department 
and your title 
Time spent in 
the first 
semester 
(Hours) 
Expected time 
spent in the 2nd 
semester (Hours) 
Sense of 
belonging? 
 
 
   High/ medium/ 
low/ none 
 
 
   High/ medium/ 
low/ none 
 
 
   High/ medium/ 
low/ none 
 
 
   High/ medium/ 
low/ none 
    High/ medium/ 
low/ none 
 
2. In the academic year of 2011-2012, have you officially withdrawn your membership or 
responsibility from any student organizations?  No / Yes (please specify organization) 
 
3. Have you ever been rejected by any student organizations?   No/ Yes (please specify 
organization)                 
                 
4. Have you been involved in any student organizations and its responsibilities during 
high school? Please specify. 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
5. How do you rate the time that you have invested in student organizations and extra 
curricular activities? 
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a.  During high school：   Too much time/ just right/ too little time 
b. First semester, freshmen year：   Too much time/ just right/ too little time 
6. Have you ever participated or considered to participate in organized trips to teach in 
rural schools?   
 
7. Have you even participated or considered to participate in blood donation? 
 
8. How much time do you spend doing voluntary service every month? 
 
9. Do you find participation in student organizations meaningful?  Why or why not? 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
10. What criteria would you use to rate the quality of a student organization? 
________________________________________________________________________ 
11. How many good friends do you have? (please use your own definition of good friend) 
Classmates：____   Same major, different class：___    
SCU schoolmates：___   Friends not at SCU：___ 
12.How many of those became friends with you because of student organizations？ 
Classmates：____   Same major, different class：___    
SCU schoolmates：___  Friends not at SCU：___ 
13. I have more in common with friends whom I met through student organizations, when 
compare with my classmates.  
Strongly agree/ agree/ disagree/ strongly disagree 
 
14. Student organization participation is indispensable to a college experience.  
Strongly agree/ agree/ disagree/ strongly disagree 
 
15. Organizational experience is more important than academic performance, when it 
comes to personal development.  
Strongly agree/ agree/ disagree/ strongly disagree 
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16. Organizational experience is more important than academic performance, when it 
comes to finding a job.   
Strongly agree/ agree/ disagree/ strongly disagree 
 
17. Do you agree with the comment that “student union is a dirty organization”?   
Strongly agree/ agree/ disagree/ strongly disagree 
 
18. A lot of students join organizations because of practical reasons such as resume 
building and extra credits.   
  Strongly agree/ agree/ disagree/ strongly disagree 
 
19. Teachers should be more involved in guiding and participating in student 
organizations.  Strongly agree/ agree/ disagree/ strongly disagree 
 
20. Please check the reason(s) why you join student organizations.  (A maximum of 5 
boxes can be checked) 
 
____ Personal development         ____ Extra credits        ____ Gain experience 
____ make friends     ____ finding boyfriends or girlfriends 
____ encouraged by senior students       ____ experience college life     
____resume building      _____curiosity       _____my friends encouraged me to join 
____ I want to serve the society     ____I want to serve my peers 
____I am interested in what the organization does    ____for soul searching 
____ to develop a sense of belonging      _____ I want to use my time wisely 
____ I want to have fun    ____ I want to get more resources and opportunities 
____other reasons, please specify ___________________________ 
 
21.Which of the following connections do you want to cultivate through organizational 
participation? (A maximum of 5 boxes can be checked) 
 
____ Peers (of the same major)    ___ Peers (of different majors) 
____ Potential girlfriends or boyfriends   ____Senior students (of the same major)  
____ Senior students (of different majors)   ____Academic teachers   
____University Administrators           _____Students of other universities 
____Commercial corporations       _____NGOs and social service agencies 
____ Governmental agencies     _____alumni 
_____people who thrive in what you are interested in     ___other, please specify_______ 
 
22.Which organizations do you plan to join next year? 
________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
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C. Use of social media 
1a.  Do you have a personal computer?      1b.  How much have you owned it for? 
 
2.  Do you have a smart phone? 
 
3.  Do you own any electronic products developed by APPLE? 
 
4. I spend ___hours online everyday. I always/ sometimes/ never participate in the 
following activities: (double check the always participate, single check the sometimes, 
and mark the nevers with crosses.) 
Online chatting： ____     video games：____   Watching TV drama： ____         
Online shopping： ____      Reading online novels: ____     Reading news online: 
____      Update my blog： ____    Twitter： ____      Renren (Facebook)： ____    
Downloading music or movies:___    Reading comics or watching animates: ____ 
Sign into QQ (Instant messenger):___       Talk on phone： ____         email:____ 
Academic discussion: ___   Organizational discussions:___   
Reading Newspaper： ____    
5. I receive ___ text messages and ___ emails each day.  
 
6. Comment on how the impact of the internet on you:___________________________ 
7. Because of the internet, I… 
a. Have learned more about social affairs:  Strongly agree/ agree/ disagree/ strongly 
disagree 
b. Care more about social affairs: Strongly agree/ agree/ disagree/ strongly disagree 
c. Participate more in social affairs:     
Online: Strongly agree/ agree/ disagree/ strongly disagree 
In the real life: Strongly agree/ agree/ disagree/ strongly disagree 
8. I am spending  (much more time/ more time/ approximately the same amount of time/  
less time/ much less time) on the internet than my peers.   
 
D. Academic 
 
1. a.  This semester, I have ___ class hours every week.  I spend ___hours preparing for 
class and doing homework every week.  I spend ___hours on other academic- related 
activities (such as preparation for TOEFL or GRE, or readings related to my 
academic discipline).  I feel that I am spending (too much/ just the right amount of/ 
too little) time on my academic pursuits.    
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b. On a school day, I sleep ___ hours a day (including afternoon siestas).  On the 
weekend, I sleep ___hours a day (including afternoon siestas).   
I think that I sleep too much/ just right/ too little.   
 
c. Skipping classes and being late for classes: ___ hours a week.   
2a. My GPA is:   below 2.0/ 2.01-2.5  / 2.51-2.99  / 3.01-3.5   / 3.51-3.89  /  3.9 or above 
     
  b. How do you rate your academic performance?   
Excellent/ good/ average/ poor/ very poor 
 
3. Are you happy with your academic performance?   
Very happy/ happy/unhappy/ very unhappy 
 
4. How do you rate your level of English?   
Excellent/ good/ average/ poor/ very poor 
 
5.  Other than English and Chinese, do you speak any other languages?  
Fluent in _______, Beginners’ level in ______ 
 
6. How many extra-curricular books have you read last semester?  _________ 
 
7.  Are you in a romantic relationship?    Yes/ No (if no, jump ahead to question 8) 
 7a. your partner is    SCU student/ student of other universities in Guangzhou/ (s)he 
does not live in Guangzhou 
 
 7b. We have dated for ____ months, we meet on average ___ times a month. 
 
8. I spend ___ hours off-campus on an average week. 
 
9. Academic performance is not an honest reflection of a student’s ability 
Strongly agree/ agree/ disagree/ strongly disagree 
10.  What are the impacts of student organization participation on one’s academic 
performance?    
Good impacts / no impact/ bad impacts 
11.What are the impacts of being in a romantic relationship on one’s academic 
performance?  
Good impacts / no impact/ bad impacts 
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12. Counting only lunch and dinner (14 meals), I dine alone for 0-2/3-6/7-10/11-14 meals 
a week. 
 
13. Any plans to go abroad?  Yes /No.  If yes, how long do you plan to stay for?  Below 
half a year/ half a year to 364 days/ 1-3 years/ 3 years or above 
 
14. I have taken or plan to take (can choose multiple): 
___ TOEFL     ___IRLTS     ___GRE     ___SAT     ___GMAT   ___Grade 6 English    
___Grade 8 English 
15. I have taken or planned to take off-campus exam preparation or oral classes. 
No/ Yes (Please specify ________________)  
 
16. What do you like to do during your free time?________________________________ 
 
 
E. On College Experience  
1.  Being realistic is more important than pursuing your dreams.   
Strongly agree/ agree/ disagree/ strongly disagree 
2. I can think critically and independently.     
Strongly agree/ agree/ disagree/ strongly disagree 
 
3. I care about the society.    
Strongly agree/ agree/ disagree/ strongly disagree 
 
4. I learn about social affairs through the following channels (Can check multiple) 
Television/ newspaper/ magazines/ teachers/ fellow students/ friends outside of school/ 
parents/ school counselors/ twitter/ news website/ online chatroom/ on-campus 
campaigns/ lectures/ student organizations/ others:______________  
 
5. On a scale of 1-10, how well do you think you are making good use of your time in 
college?   
 
6. Are you happy with your college experience?   
Very happy/ happy/ unhappy/ Very unhappy 
 
7. Do you feel that you have grown personally after entering the university?  Please 
elaborate.  
8. My goals in the coming year are ___________________________________ 
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9. My plan after graduation:  
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
10. Which of the following is/ are the most important for you？（List your top 6 options, 
1 being the most important） 
Career/parents/ romantic love/ friendship/ personal quality/ dream/ contribution to 
the society/ money/ social status/ health/ my look and my body/ happiness/ 
connections 
 
11.How do you see yourself in ten years’ time? 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
--- End of the survey. Thank you for your participation --- 
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